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    Quotation


    It all started with the moon. If only the earth could have gone around the sun by itself, unperturbed by the complications....which the moon introduced....


    Chaos Bound — Katherine Hayle

  


  
    Prologue


    Home Planet, Ranalli, Connecticut


    Mary Lambert’s favorite part of the week was her walk home after work on Fridays.


    The rest of her evenings filled up with appointments, seminars, or therapy groups, but she reserved Fridays for herself, and walked the two miles from office to home. It was good exercise, and it took her through a pretty part of town. She particularly liked strolling the pedestrian walkway of the Ranalli River Bridge, sometimes stopping to stare at the water and clear the week from her mind.


    This Friday she moved a little faster than usual as she crossed it. She’d been kept at work late with a suicidal client, and by the time she closed her office doors it was almost sunset, with a gibbous moon visible in the northern sky.


    She kept her head down, her thoughts focused inward on the case she’d just left. She clipped right past the man sitting on the railing, aware of him only peripherally.


    Then, she slowed. Something was odd.


    It wasn’t unusual to see people standing on the walkway, leaning their elbows on the railing and gazing down at the river, but she’d never seen anyone actually sitting on the railing. That’s what he was doing. Sitting there, swinging his legs, tossing a stone up and down.


    She twisted her neck to look over her shoulder at him.


    He didn’t seem upset. He tossed the stone up, caught it, tossed it again. Might as well be whistling, she thought. He had the look of an educated man. Wire-rimmed glasses. Tousled sandy hair shot through with a little grey. Nice face. Friendly. He reminded her of her brother. But her brother had committed suicide.


    Her training as a psychologist, and the fact that she’d spent the afternoon talking another man off the cliff gave her pause. It wouldn’t hurt, she thought, to say hello.


    She turned back and walked to him, leaned against the railing.


    “Hey,” she said, pulling a cigarette from her jacket pocket. “Got a light?”


    He caught his stone, held it for a moment, stroking the surface. Then he turned his face to her and pointed up at a sign over their heads. She craned her head back to read.


    No smoking, drinking, running, skating or dogs on the walkway.


    She shrugged. “Nobody’s around. How about it?”


    “Fine by me,” he said.


    He pulled a lighter from his pocket, flicked it into flame and held it up. She let the flame touch the tip of her cigarette and pulled in smoke.


    “Thanks,” she said, and made herself comfortable, looking out over the river. The setting sun kissed the surface of water and bounced up to them. The moon began to glow in the darkening sky. The silver ribbon of water ran under them as smooth as liquid glass. There was no wind to disturb it today. Pretty river. Pretty sky.


    “Nice view,” she said.


    “Yes,” he said. “I thought this would be right.”


    “Right?”


    “As the last thing I see,” he said, smiling at her.


    Mary felt cold run through her. That’s what she thought.


    “You’re going to kill yourself?” she asked.


    He held up the stone he was carrying, rubbed at it with his thumb. “Yes,” he said. “I’d rather. It’s a lousy world, isn’t it?”


    “Sure is,” she agreed.


    She took a good look at his face. It was young and old at the same time. The smoothness of his skin placed him at thirty, tops. But the smattering of gray in his hair, the brooding in his eyes and heaviness in his mouth made him look older. Like her brother. The same look of mingled calm and despair. The gnawing sorrow of his death relived itself here, in this man’s face and eyes. Too much grief. Too much hopelessness. She turned her head away.


    He said nothing. Continued to toss the stone up and down. Up and down.


    “Why is it a lousy world for you?” she asked.


    He shrugged. “The usual reasons. An absence of love. An absence of hope for anything but stupidity. Look what we’re doing to the ionosphere. The Hague’s decision to allow it. T-waves, and their results. All the people who pour poison into the earth for the sake of a pretty lawn. We survived the Killing Times, but I doubt we’ll survive our own vanity. I doubt we should.”


    She took a long drag off her cigarette, flicked it away and watched it hit the water below while her mind busied itself with categories to place him in. He had none of the physical markings of a mutoid – no blue skin patch, no shriveled hand or twitching that revealed the genetic anomalies of those caught in the biobombs of the Serials.


    No. Not that. Intergenerational trauma was her first guess. That’s what got her brother. He wasn’t even born during the massive urban violence known as the Killing Times, when serial killing rose to epidemic proportions and murder became the norm in city streets. He didn’t experience the violence, but their parents did, and something of their trauma seeped into him. She saw a lot of that in her practice. She imagined it was the same with this man.


    “Maybe you should stick around and try to make things better,” Mary suggested.


    He turned the stone over and over in his hand. “What for? All improvement becomes the next point of disaster.”


    “That’s how you see it?”


    “That’s how it is. Jesus wanted to make change, and we got the Crusades, and genocide for the sake of conversion. Genetic engineering causes new anomalies as fast as it cures diseases. Pesticides, meant to cure world hunger, poison the earth and all its creatures. But maybe none of that bothers you.”


    “It bothers me,” she said. “But I don’t despair of change.”


    “Yes, you do,” he said.


    The words entered her softly, like seduction, like sex. She watched him toss the stone up and down. As it moved through the air it seemed to shed dust that billowed out, moving toward her.


    Yes you do. You despair of change. You just keep yourself so busy you won’t feel it except in the odd Friday afternoon when the sun slants a certain way and you know you’re alone in the world.


    “No,” she said firmly. “I don’t. There’s – there’s good things in the world. Even just walking home on a day like today, or talking with someone like you, people helping each other.”


    He held the stone up. It was so near her face she could almost smell it, a cool, metallic scent. “And when you leave here?” he asked. “Then what?”


    “I won’t leave until I know you’re safe,” she said, touching his arm lightly, infusing her voice with sincerity and compassion.


    He smiled, gazed at the river. “Once I’m safe - will you go home?”


    “Yes, I suppose.”


    He turned his face to hers. “Alone?” he asked.


    She saw her apartment as if it was reflected in his eyes. The empty refrigerator. The frozen dinner waiting for her. Last night’s leftovers still on the coffee table in front of the TV. Alone.


    Alone. Utterly and absolutely alone is how you’ll live and die, and you will die after coursing out your meaningless life trying to kid yourself that you matter at all. That anybody matters. But deep down you know there’s an abyss waiting for you, waiting for us all.


    A spiral of darkness began to unwind in her belly. She knew what he meant. Friday afternoons when she was done with her last client, looking forward to her walk, and suddenly the emptiness of home seemed an appalling wasteland representing not only the whole of her life, but the whole of life itself. Every client she saved would only die someday. Every hope of happiness would only be dragged into loneliness sooner or later. Not love or money or a friend or a cause to fight for made a dent in knowing how pointless it all was. There was an abyss waiting for her. The hole in the middle of the universe that spit life out at random for no apparent reason, sucking it back into nothingness for reasons that were equally random. She would fall into it and disappear, as if she’d never been.


    She pretended otherwise. She did her job, went out with friends, took her walks and told herself she felt good, good good. Then, the hollow place inside her would open, and she knew herself for a liar. The sorrow she expressed for this man was really sorrow for herself, and maybe that was true of all the clients she pretended she could help. But she couldn’t help. There was no cure for the sorrow of existence. There was only compassion, and companionship among those who shared the tragedy.


    “Nothing ever gets better,” he said. “It looks like it might for a while, then you see it never will.”


    “Yes,” she whispered. He was right. The news this week was about too many suicides, a Pesticide bombing in the mall, and the Death Sisters – three women arrested for gruesome murders. This town hadn’t seen so much destruction since the Killing Times, and everyone was nervous, eyeing each other with suspicion.


    So many dead, and it was so horrible, yet they were all destined to die anyway, so did it matter? Did this clinging to life matter?


    She reached over and squeezed his hand. He squeezed back, pressing the stone into her palm, then pulling away.


    “I’d like you to have this,” he said. “To remember me by.”


    She stared down at it. It was very plain. Smooth and oval, a greyish white. It was small, but it had substance, the weight of it pulling her into a centered place. A calm place where this despair didn’t matter.


    “You’re going to jump,” she said, not trying to talk him out of it. He had his reasons, and as far as she could tell, they were good.


    “Yes,” he said. “Will you sit with me for a few minutes before I do?”


    She swung her leg over the rail and joined him. Sat next to him, stroking his arm. The dying and the newly born both needed touch. No words meant anything to them, really.


    They sat together like this, while the sun blazed its last red and slipped below the horizon. Holding the small stone he’d given her, the warmth from his hands still palpable in it, she recognized the truth of all he’d said as if a mystic revelation had made itself known.


    She was grateful to him. She’d spent too many years fighting to save what could not possibly be salvaged, too many years cheerleading for the already damned – including herself. She didn’t have to do that ever again.


    He placed a hand gently on her arm. “We could go together.”


    She blinked over at him. Go together. The stone in her hand was weighty, and as comforting as his words.


    Go together. Yes. Of course. She should have thought of that herself. She should have done that with her brother. He asked her to, didn’t he? Said he didn’t like to go alone, but she’d refused him, and felt guilty ever since.


    That’s what she longed for on those Friday afternoons. Someone to go with.


    “Yes,” she said. “Yes. Let’s do that.”


    He nodded at her. “It’s better that way, isn’t it?”


    He held her hand and helped her to stand on the railing next to him, each of them clutching a girder as they got their balance and looked out one last time at the silver of the river, the rising moon, the recession of light into darkness.


    “Take a good look,” he suggested. “Let it all be in your eyes for the ride.”


    She laughed. “Yes. All of it, in my eyes.”


    He squeezed her hand. “Ready?”


    “Ready,” she said. They stood, just touching fingers and spread their arms wide. She swallowed moonlighit into her retina, and dove toward the rushing water, the cement parapets, the rocks, the currents, the end of her life.


    The ecstatic freedom and horror were so great she didn’t even notice that the young man still stood on the railing, clutching the girder of the bridge.


    He watched her swan dive into the cement parapet, saw her skull crack like an egg on the side before the water took her. He could imagine the rest. Her body floating down to the bottom of the river, her hand loosening its grip on the stone which would float beside her, down and down into that slowness, into that silence.


    He lowered himself slowly to sitting, then swung his leg up over the side of the railing and walked down the footpath. Kept walking down the road.


    He pulled a stone out of his pocket, tossing it up and down as he moved forward, looking for the next bridge

  


  
    Chapter 1


    Planetoid 3, Zone 12, Toronto Replica City


    The narrow corridors of the training maze were only dimly lit by the intermittent red lights that blinked at the line between ceiling and wall. Jaguar Addams kept her back pressed against the black padded walls as she made her way slowly and silently toward the corner. She saw motion ahead, a shifting of shadow. She lifted her weapon, but she knew she’d have to come up with a better move than open attack if she wanted to win. And she always wanted to win, even if it was just a training game.


    She supposed that was why her supervisor, Alex Dzarny, put her on training assignments. She played to win, and she didn’t play by the rules, something the new Teachers and team members of Prison Planetoid Three had to learn to deal with. If they expected the criminals they worked with to follow the rules they could end up dead fast.


    Jaguar looked at her weapon and considered her options.


    Very limited. The best one was to turn off her shield. The small blinking lights along the top gave her opponent something to shoot at with his laser fire simulator. If they were gone, she’d be invisible in her black jumpsuit. Of course, that wasn’t allowed, not fair play at all.


    She turned off her shield. Standing in the darkness, she sensed rather than saw movement. The slightest click told her that her opponent had followed her example.


    “Son of a bitch,” she muttered, and thought some more.


    The laser weapon simulators, set too low to cause harm but high enough to be noisy, carried digital memory chips that communicated with the shields they wore. All hits and their placement were recorded in the computer, to be tallied at days’ end. She was an empath. Could she add to that communication? Direct it?


    She ran a hand over her weapon. It was already set to connect to her opponent’s unique energy field. And she was, in general, very good at messing up technology. She felt for the motion of energy, seeking the human thought her weapon communicated with. Then, she raised it, rounded the corner, and rolled.


    She closed her eyes and fired, thoughts directing energy in the dark. The shot smacked into a darkened vest, ricocheted off, and hit something on the wall. Lights began to blink wildly around them, making noises like small firecrackers. Her opponent cursed freely.


    “Game called,” a voice said over the loudspeaker. “Get Stan. She fucked it up again.”


    Full light flooded the corridor. Jaguar pulled herself to standing, went to her opponent, and helped him up. “Nice move, turning your vest off,” she said to him. “You almost had me.”


    He brushed off his knees and glared at her.


    “Dr. Addams,” a new voice said over the loudspeaker above them. “What did you do?”


    “I think I won, Stan,” she replied.


    “Yeah,” the voice said. “But did you - uh -”


    She let him try to figure out how to complete the sentence. Although everyone knew she was an empath, ambivalence about use of such skills made some people reluctant to name it publicly. Jaguar grinned, enjoying his struggle.


    “Never mind,” he said at last. “Just - come up here.”


    She turned to her opponent. “Do you know what I did?” she asked him.


    He scratched at the back of his head. “Kind of.”


    “Kind of won’t save your ass. Go and learn, little one.” She gave his shoulder a slap, and made her way back down the corridor to a door set discreetly into the black padding. She opened it and wound her way upstairs, to where the technicians played.


    Stan Wokowski sat in front of a panel of lights and buttons, swinging his head back and forth and pressing buttons. He looked morose.


    She stood behind him, put a hand on his shoulder. “Hey Stan,” she said. “How’s it going?”


    “It was better before you got here,” he said.


    “If you don’t want me in the training games, tell Alex not to assign me.”


    He turned large sad eyes up to her. In general he had the aspect of a basset hound with doleful secrets to keep, but his sorrow always increased when she was on the scene. In spite of that, she appreciated his skill with machinery, and his willingness to explain the details of the technology he worked with. The more she knew about such things, the easier it was to mess with them.


    “I tried,” he said. “More than once. He says it’s important for the new people to work with - um - “


    “Empaths,” she whispered, behind her hand. “You can say it. There are no children in the room.”


    He tugged at his collar. “Did you?” he asked mournfully. “With the laser memory?”


    She held up thumb and forefinger about half an inch apart. He raised an eyebrow at her. She opened her fingers wider. “Just that much. Honest Injun. I wanted to see what’d happen next.”


    “What happens,” he said, “is that the system backfires. Too much memory, and it can’t digitize it fast enough. So it backs up, and lets off steam at the loose end.”


    “Fascinating,” Jaguar said. “I’m glad to know that.”


    “Yeah,” he said.


    A button on his panel started blinking and he pressed it. A disembodied voice spoke into the room. “Call for Dr. Addams. Supervisor Dzarny wants her in his office. She’s on assignment, as of now.”


    “I’m doing training this week,” Jaguar said.


    “Not anymore,” the voice replied.


    “Okay,” she said, “but Stan will be very disappointed.”


    The voice went away, and Jaguar turned back to Stan.


    When she saw his face, she chuckled. “Well,” she said. “At least now I know how to make you smile.”


    * * * *


    Jaguar walked the few blocks between the training center and the Supervisor’s building, enjoying the warm sun on her back and the scent of growth in the air. Springtime on the Planetoid, she thought. Lovely. Perfect.


    Although winters were not quite as cold or snowy as on the home planet, and summers weren’t as hot as she liked them, spring was just about perfect. Stan told her once that more moderate weather was inevitable in their kind of system, explaining in great detail how the mass generator created atmosphere in the first place. She listened to some of it, then lost track and amused herself by seeing if she could set off his intercom with a telepathic message.


    The Planetoid, constructed from the base of a large asteroid and shuttle-loads of material from the home planet, was enough like earth that the prisoners they brought here could be fooled into thinking they hadn’t left home. Unlike the first bubble dome Planetoid, here there were cities such as the Toronto replica she worked in, eco-sites and the rivers and lakes they’d created in the holes and valleys of this small world. They’d brought thousands of extra tons of dirt from the home planet when they learned this made residents healthier, and less prone to depression. Carefully placed buildings and mountainous structures created the illusion of horizon, and wave shields put the right stars and a moon of the right size in the night sky.


    They hadn’t put in the mesa lands that Jaguar loved, but shuttles ran frequently enough for her to get home when her blood and bones cried out for the baking heat and limitless views of New Mexico. And though there was sometimes a sky island sense of boundaries here, she knew she would stay.


    She’d been working in the prison system as a Teacher for more than six years, her job to create and run programs that led criminals to face and overcome their deepest fears, going on the post-Killing Times theory that all evil, and therefore all crime, grew from fear. It was work she considered important, and work she happened to be very good at.


    She also knew that in spite of suspicions like Stan’s and the Board governors’, it was much easier to live as an empath on the Planetoid than on the home planet. Although attitudes there about psi capacities were shifting, the pace was glacial, and many people still saw empaths as either ludicrous freaks or dangerous lunatics. Only in places like 13 Streams, the New Mexico village where she was born, were the empathic arts seen as normal. In their terms, and in the terms of Jaguar’s Mertec people, the arts were just medicine, used badly or well depending on the skill and integrity of the empath.


    She didn’t realize anyone thought differently until she went to live in Manhattan with her grandparents. There, during the Serials, identifying and killing empaths grew to be a popular sport. At least on the Planetoids she wouldn’t be dragged into the bushes and bashed for who she was, no matter how nervous she made them. In fact, some people appreciated her talents.


    Alex, for one, who was a highly skilled empath in his own right. He had the arts of the Adept, which allowed him to see through days in ways she couldn’t. Time unfolded for him differently, which might explain his supreme patience, and the way his eyes sometimes shifted focus to see beyond the walls she tried to build against him. Spider Magus, she called him, weaving multilayered webs of finely interconnected lines, then waiting within them to see what would fall his way. In spite of that, she’d come to see him as trustworthy in almost all areas.


    Almost all. There were still one or two places where the jury was out.


    She didn’t knock on his office door before she entered, and it took him a few minutes to realize someone was in the room with him.


    He looked up from his files and saw her standing there, dressed in a black jumpsuit, sleek and shining as the cat whose name she bore. She held her hands palm up toward him.


    “What?” she asked.


    He gestured at the chair on her side of the desk. She coiled herself into it, leaned back and raised her legs, resting the heels of her boots on the corner of his desk.


    He tossed her a file folder. “Your next case. Let me know what you think.”


    She opened it and read.


    He sat and watched her, swiveling his chair back and forth, taking in the sheen of honey in her walnut hair as it slipped like silk over her shoulders, enjoying the motion of her hand as she curled it behind her ear. Her face remained neutral, even when she lifted it and stared beyond him, considering what she’d just read.


    She paid no attention to him when she focused on her work. He could caress her hair, or kiss the back of her neck and she wouldn’t notice. He enjoyed the notion, and turned it this way and that in his mind as he continued to stare.


    Recently he’d made it clear that he wanted to share more with her than work and the empathic arts. It was equally clear she wasn’t ready to risk what that would mean. He knew why. She could acquire lovers anywhere, but a trustworthy friend and a supervisor she could actually work with were rare commodities in her world.


    He wouldn’t pressure her. His innate courtesy, the respect he had for her and for himself prevented that. Besides, he understood that people fell just as hard when they tripped over their own feet. Lately, he had the sense she was keeping a close watch on hers, as she walked around the question in ever-widening circles.


    When she was done reading, she flipped the folder closed and slid it back across the desk to him.


    “What did you read, Dr. Addams?” he asked.


    As was their custom, she fed him back the information she’d picked up from the file, in lucid and succinct form.


    “We’ve got three new female prisoners, from the same Connecticut town. Three homicides, all bizarre enough that the women are being called the Death Sisters. They have no previous criminal record, and their testing routines show none of the core complex of fears usually associated with their crimes. And their cortical scans show a positive slewing of beta weights.”


    “What’s that tell you?” he asked.


    “Long version, or cut to the chase?”


    “Cut to the chase, by all means. Then we’ll go back and fill in the gaps.”


    She turned her gaze fully up to him. He felt the pull of her eyes, as she drew him into subvocal conversation, where it would be more difficult for him to evade or hide.


    You plan on handing me the ticking bomb?


    She’d already leaped ahead of him by six or seven steps. No surprise there. She knew what this was.


    Not quite yet, Jaguar.


    A moment of silence while she made deeper empathic contact, probing his words, his tone, the shape and texture of his mind, sniffing out hidden agendas or dangers.


    Empathic contact was different than simple telepathic communication. The empath shared experience directly with the person they were in contact with. It could be uncomfortable, like running through a rainstorm skinless, or a dream where you’re not sure if you’re falling or flying. Your emotions and thoughts and soul were not your own during the interaction. At such times, your only control was your capacity to block, or your willingness to consent to an absence of control. Alex believed that was why most people didn’t practice the arts, though they could be learned with varying levels of skill by anyone who made the effort. But the necessary trust, the fearless relinquishment of control, and the quiet discipline it took to practice them well took too much time, patience, and moral courage for most people to bother with.


    Jaguar was the most skilled empath he’d ever met, and this made contact with her easier, but sometimes she stalked him the way a cat stalked new territory, measuring all of him against the blade edge of her suspicions. He was willing to let her, but the feel of her investigation was pretty damn intense. As if an angel raked his face with taloned fingers and asked him if it hurt. Can pleasure hurt? Is desire painful? He’d withstand both her inner and outer gaze, but she had to know it was a form of exquisite torture to him.


    Jaguar, is licking my soul really necessary?


    The motion of her investigation ceased. Her brief laughter moved through him and exited smoothly. She sat across from him, looking all business except for the shadow of a grin that disappeared before it could be remarked on.


    “The women have phase psychosis,” she said out loud. “Exogenous. They’ve been exposed to Artemis compounds. Nothing else explains both the beta weight anomalies and their crimes.”


    Alex rubbed at his chin. Okay, he thought. She read it just like he did. Now he’d take it for a test run.


    “Manufacture or possession of Artemis compounds is illegal except in restricted research settings,” he said judiciously.


    “Right,” she replied. “And I know a lot of pigs with little pink wings, too.”


    He bit back on a smile. “Even if someone is manufacturing Artemis, there’s no absolute proof that it causes Phase Psychosis.”


    “You need to hear me say it, Alex? I’ll oblige. When moon mining was legal, crime rates for women who lived near the processing plants went up almost 20 percent. Most of them used the same defense these three women did – exigent PMS or post-partum depression - and the medical tests proved them right. The term Phase Psychosis means maxxed out trouble in hormonal phases, and we haven’t seen anything like these women since they banned lunar mining.”


    “And that’s your proof?” he asked.


    “No,” she said. “But you are.”


    He folded his hands. Waited.


    “Why take me off training exercises if you don’t think it’s Artemis?”


    “Maybe because I count on you to tell me when I’m wrong.”


    “I won’t,” she said. “Not this time.”


    He felt the muscles at the back of his neck tighten. Someone was moon mining and processing the products into Artemis compounds. They both thought so. If they were right, they’d be in for it.


    The Hague had imposed a moratorium on moon mining two years ago, after lots of trouble on many fronts. Their ruling was up for either repeal or extension in six months and corporations were lobbying hard to lift the ban, already lining up to stake claims on the lunar resources they wanted to exploit.


    That was the word they used. Exploit. Alex heard it on the news, saw it on the net, had been in rooms where actual humans said it without hesitation or shame. Every time he heard it, he winced. Given that exploitation of natural resources almost brought the planet and the human species to its knees more than once, how could anyone use the word so cheerfully, as if it was a good idea. More than a few hundred years ago, Lakota leader Black Elk said that white men came to find the yellow metal they worshiped, which made them insane. Moon mining was the new lunacy, quite literally.


    And it was also big money.


    Lunar dust contained minerals readily available on the home planet, but the refining process had unexpectedly created a new grouping of synthetic chemicals with the high molecular charge useful in shuttle fuels, and some unique electrochemical qualities associated with laser memory bank systems. There was speculation about its use in regenerative medicine, too. Artemis compounds, the byproducts were called, and they were hailed as the next techno-savior of the world. Research and production plants were up and running with the speed of light.


    But female workers in the plants and women who lived around the plants began miscarrying, hemorrhaging to death. A few went on mad killing sprees. One woman burned her home with her family in it. Another set fire to the plant she worked in. A third took a gun to a grocery store and opened fire. Workers and Unions lodged complaints. Neighborhood coalitions formed to keep plants out.


    Corporations, backed by their own researchers, claimed there was absolutely no connection between the women’s problems and Artemis. The numbers weren’t statistically significant, and other variables could have caused the trouble. Many were survivors of the Killing Times and suspect for PTSD. And, as the scientists pointed out repeatedly, none of the men had any problems.


    Then, scientists from environmental groups appealed for a moratorium on moon mining while unbiased researchers studied the issue. That wouldn’t have gotten far, but the Pagan and Indigenous People’s Coalition appealed for preservation of the moon as a sacred site. A Coalition spokesperson was murdered, and politicians threw themselves into the fray.


    Finally, the Hague imposed a two year moratorium on moon mining while independent investigations were conducted. At the end of the first year, there were no conclusions either way. Though the ban continued, watch-dogging on dive-and-carry pirating of lunar surface material grew lax, and the corporations who wanted to be ahead of the game when the moratorium ended took advantage of that. With only six months to go before a decision was reached, illegal processing plants were bound to start cropping up.


    Alex assumed any Artemis exposure would come from such plants, more than likely run by powerful companies, supported by their powerful political sidekicks. If he and Jaguar made a connection between these new prisoners and illegal mining, none of them would be happy. A few might want that connection buried, perhaps along with the people who made it.


    “If it’s Phase Psychosis,” Alex said, “and it still is ‘if’, we need proof.”


    “Okay,” she said. “Give the women to me together. If we’re right, I’ll know pretty quickly. Can I get a home planet site?”


    That, Alex thought, was just like her. She leapt over any considerations of danger, any possible complicating factors, and went right to the job at hand. “Why home planet?” he asked.


    “They’re out of phase. They need to kiss the earth.”


    He considered the difficulty of a home planet rehab, and quickly decided against it. “Right now, I want you close. Besides, we’ve got our share of the Mother here. It’ll have to act in loco parentis. What’s your program for the women?”


    Jaguar ran a hand through the walnut and honey-streaked length of her hair. “If I can’t go to the home planet, I’ll want something in the old forest eco-site. I’ll do a series of sweats to clear them.”


    He raised his eyebrows at her. Sweat lodges with women in Phase Psychosis. She’d be literally breathing in what they released. If he knew her, she’d use empathic contact at the same time.


    “The sweat lodge?” he asked. “Isn’t that risky?”


    “Necessary. The ceremony creates a container. A safe place to open up while they detox.”


    “How do you avoid eating the toxins?” he asked.


    “The same way you avoid eating any shadow. Block what you can, release the rest. You know the routine. Besides, I’ll be sweating, too. “


    Yes. He knew the routine. In fact, she’d taught him a few of her own blocking tricks, learned from her shaman grandfather, from Jake and One Bird at 13 Streams. Exceptionally skilled and trustworthy teachers showed Jaguar how to preserve her integrity, and she’d kept her spirit inviolate all these years, in spite of the criminals whose psyches she’d touched. She allowed just what she wanted to come in, and nothing or no one else. He sighed.


    “What’re you looking at for core fears?”


    She shook her head. “I’m not going for fears. I’m going for desires. If they have any big fears, I’ll find them in the same place “


    Now that was interesting, and unexpected. The Planetoid system was based on the premise that crime grew out of fear, and prisoners needed to face the fears that generated their crimes. Desires weren’t usually a part of the program.


    “Explain, please,” he invited her.


    “These women don’t have any criminal background. Most likely they don’t have the deadly fears we usually see here, either. And you know what Phase Psychosis does. All emotions get maxxed out.”


    “Then why not focus on joy, or rage or – anything at all? Why, specifically, desire?”


    She pulled in breath and let it out. “It’s complex. Elusive of linear explanation. A three body problem, like the orbital relationship between moon, sun and earth. Or Planetoid, moon and earth, in this case.”


    “What’s the triangle?”


    “Fear, desire and power,” she said. “You know this quote - ‘True power gives birth to desire and true desire is the walkway to power.’ “


    “Davidson, The Etiquette of Empaths, writing about how to avoid shadow sickness. ‘But fear chokes desire into greed, and greed is a washing of blood over power,’ ” he finished the quote for her.


    “That’s right. These women ate too much power, and that made their real desires visible, but they’ve got nothing to ground them in and it’s scaring the hell out of them. That’s my working premise. The program will work, if I’m right.”


    He swiveled back and forth, seemed to engage in discussion with himself. “If you’re right, Jaguar,” he said.


    She turned her sea-green eyes to him. Pieces of gold light swam endlessly there. Crescents of moon-gold, caught forever in her eyes.


    What will you do if I am, Alex?


    She couldn’t have asked an easier question.


    I back you. All the way. Don’t you know that by now?”


    She let the answer settle in, then pulled back from contact. “Okay,” she said, “but maybe the most important question is what the big boys will do.”


    That, meaning the corporations, the politicians, the pirates. He swiveled his chair away from her and stared out the window.


    “One step at a time, Dr. Addams,” he said. “Get it rolling. I’ll call in the eco-site people and set up a spot for you.”


    “Good,” she said. “I’ll start tomorrow if it’s ready.”


    “It will be.”


    He paused, checking to see if he’d left anything out. Nothing, except to remind her that working with Phase Psychosis was tricky. Unpredictable, especially for empaths. And especially when the psychosis ran as strong as it did in these women. If she didn’t block it, she risked getting caught in their illusions. He swiveled back around to face her, and looked blankly at an empty room. Silently, without even the sound of breath, she was gone.


    He drummed his fingers on his desk, shook his head and went back to work.


    He turned to his computer, and pulled up a file he’d compiled on another interesting criminal from Ranalli, Connecticut who’d recently arrived on Planetoid Three. Brendan Farley, convicted of setting off a pesticide bomb in a local mall.


    As soon as Alex began to suspect his three new prisoners were exposed to Artemis he’d started checking on other crimes in their town. If there was a processing plant nearby, odds were high that other women would be feeling the results. He found aggravated assaults were way up among women, and there were an unusually high number of suicides in the last month. But the crime that really interested him was the mall bombing.


    There was no evidence that Artemis affected men, so this could easily be some other form of madness, but Farley was from the same town. And now he was on the Planetoid, in his zone, under Supervisor Sheila Radowitz and Teacher Nance Faddegon, two women he had a good working relationship with. He could certainly pay Brendan a visit and see what turned up.


    The information Alex had on him was just local news reports, so he continued staring at it only as a place to put his eyes while he waited for more. A knock on the door signaled that it had arrived.


    “Enter,” he said, and the door opened. Team member Rachel Shofet came in and put three disks down in front of him.


    “You find Jaguar?” she asked.


    “Here and gone,” Alex said. “Is this the Farley material?”


    “It is. You know he’s with Nance Faddegon?”


    “I do. She’s good with recidivist con men and frauds.”


    “I thought he was an ecoterrorist.”


    “He just wants to make it look that way.” He shook his head at her questioning glance. “It’s just something I suspect.”


    “Oh. That,” she said. She had reason to know the kind of empathic skills both he and Jaguar regularly used. “You need anything else?”


    “Just some research,” Alex said.


    Rachel’s face lit up at the prospect. She was his best researcher, and quickly becoming his best hacker, though he knew he probably shouldn’t encourage her in that.


    He tapped a finger against his lips and thought. Brendan Farley’s file would include his testing report, psychological profile, personal and professional history. Alex wanted more.


    “Just in case, go ahead and set up interview time with some of Farley’s co-workers, friends, if he had any. The usual.”


    “Won’t that be in his prelims?”


    “I’m guessing nobody asked how he felt about moon mining,” Alex said.


    Rachel, long-time friend to Jaguar and the most trustworthy team member Alex had, knew all about his suspicions. She’d be the only one who could ask the right questions, if it looked like they had to be asked.


    “You want me to poke around about it?”


    “That’s the idea. And you’ll let me know if there’s any unusual reactions. I also want a list of all the existing Hague research facilities, who’s running them, what they’re doing at them.”


    “That’s all public record stuff. Should be easy. Is that it?”


    “Just one more thing. I want Board agenda memos.”


    Rachel lifted her head from the notes she was making. “You mean - minutes of meetings?”


    “I mean memos. The kind they shoot back and forth to each other over their private lines.”


    “I don’t have access to that,” Rachel said. “Not officially.”


    “But you can get it.”


    She cleared her throat. “Technically, that’s a violation. In the code books.”


    Alex swiveled in his chair and said nothing.


    She sighed. “How far back?”


    “Six months’ll be fine.”


    She nodded. “What in particular am I looking for?”


    “Any mention at all about the moon. Any discussion of the Hague repeal of moon mining. Like that.”


    “Um – am I allowed to ask why?”


    “You are, but you won’t get much answer yet. Except I’m hearing rumors about Planetoid interest in repealing the moratorium and I want to check it out.”


    Rachel frowned. “Does Jaguar know about that?” she asked.


    “Not yet. I don’t want to get her motor running until I have more than local gossip to fuel it with. If you come up with anything, I’ll let her know right away.”


    Her frown deepened and Alex laughed. “We’ve avoided killing each other so far. I think you can relax.”


    “I’ll work on it,” she said, still not quite convinced. “When do you want this?”


    “No rush. Tomorrow is fine.”


    Rachel groaned and rolled her eyes. But Alex knew her. First thing in the morning, most of what he wanted would be downloaded into his computer.

  


  
    Chapter 2


    The deep green coating of the night surrounded them, a liquid blanket of breathing leaves and moss, the scent of rotting and growing and growing and rotting smooth in their nostrils.


    Jaguar surveyed the women crouched at her feet. Their eyes were big and their naked skin shone in the softly filtered moonlight. They stared up at her, not moving, not speaking, the rate of their breathing the only indication of their fear. They were her prisoners, and she’d brought them to the old forest eco-site between day and dusk to begin what looked like a challenging program.


    “You’re murderers,” she said. “All of you. What punishment do you deserve?”


    Terez lowered her head, silky blonde hair covering her face. Karena poked a finger into the dirt, her painted nail carving small holes through dead leaves. Fiore bared her teeth in a grin. Nobody spoke, but she could hear the hiss and spark of their answer.


    Death, they did not say.


    Jaguar chuckled. “Death would be too easy.”


    Terez and Karena swayed and moaned, rolled back on their haunches and covered their heads with their hands.


    Jaguar’s hand shot out and slapped Karena in the face. The moaning ceased.


    She cast her gaze around the eco-site, with its high pines, birch saplings that stretched toward light, and floor padded with soft, wet leaves. “We’re going to make a sweat lodge,” she said. “Start gathering wood.”


    The women stared at her blankly, and Jaguar shook her head. They were suburban women, all some flavor of Christian, used to the polite smiles and good clothes of Sunday church services. Spiritual ceremonies conducted naked on the damp earth were totally foreign to them. They had no idea what a sweat lodge was.


    “Just do what I tell you,” Jaguar said, and set them to their tasks.


    She took on the job of cutting saplings and bending them to the curves that would be the dome frame of a sweat lodge, which they would cover in the skins they’d carried into the woods from her vehicle. Fiore chopped wood into kindling for the fire they’d build. Terez gathered stones that would be heated in the fire. Karena dug a pit for the center of the lodge, where the heated stones would go once the ceremony began.


    Their three bodies moved like patches of moonlight through the trees. They worked without speaking to her or each other, only occasionally asking for her attention nonverbally, to make sure they were doing their jobs correctly. Jaguar worked and listened to the language of their gestures as they performed their various tasks.


    Terez, young and blonde and lovely, carried stones tentatively, one at a time, stumbling frequently over tree roots. She would place a stone near the circle where the fire was to be built, then stop and stare at Jaguar. When Jaguar smiled at her, she jerked her head away and went back to work.


    Until a few weeks ago, she’d been a mathematics professor at a University, studying infinity, enjoying a perfect life with a perfect house and marriage. Then she killed her husband with a meat cleaver while preparing a vegetable stir-fry. Her crime was discovered when a colleague of her husband showed up at the house to see why he hadn’t come to work, and found a blood-spattered Terez sitting at the table, staring at a plate full of cold human parts mixed in artful arrangement with miniature corn and straw mushrooms. All she would say at the trial was that she was tired of being a vegetarian.


    Since her sentencing to Planetoid Prison Three, she’d said nothing else, and it was Jaguar’s job to find out what lay under her continued silence.


    Karena worked awkwardly, shoveling dirt slowly, stopping to brush the dirt off her rings, clean out a nail. She would pat at her head, as if to keep her close-cropped, carefully groomed curly dark hair in its place. She didn’t seem aware of Jaguar’s watchful eye. All her concern focused on somehow staying clean as she worked the earth.


    In contrast, Fiore’s muscled back bent to her task with ease, and she didn’t stop to wipe the sweat off her face as she worked. Periodically, though, she would straighten her spine, press her hand against her lower back and lift her eyes to the moon, breathing deeply as if light and air were equally necessary for her lungs.


    Jaguar watched, and listened to the spark and hiss of their unspoken fears. They wanted her to kill them, she knew. It would be easier than facing the tangle of power, desire and fear they were caught in.


    The women worked together to pile the stones and cover them with wood and brush. The air, heavy and humid, defied the fire at first, and the three women struggled with matches as kindling caught and spit and refused to burn. Fiore stood over Karena and Terez impatiently, her dark skin shiny with sweat, and the silver streak in her black hair accenting the high color of her face and eyes.


    She was 44 when she discovered she was pregnant for the first time, after being told she’d never bear children. The pregnancy proceeded without trouble until she began having labor pains in her sixth month. She was home by herself at the time, but she didn’t call a midwife. Instead she gave birth alone and easily, and her husband came home to find her licking at the remains of the tiny head.


    Fiore pushed the other two women aside and grabbed the matches from them. She knelt in front of the fire and struck three against the box. She walked the circle of piled wood, directing the fire to the four quarters as Jaguar showed her. In her hand the blaze caught, her breath spreading the flames around the circle and toward the wood at the center, casting sharp points of shadow and light across the faces of the women.


    Jaguar watched, letting the moon pour light into her, chanting the song her grandfather taught her to invite the play of spirit in.


    Two hours passed as the rocks heated and Jaguar chanted and the moon ran in her course through the sky. The women began chanting with her, waiting for what they supposed was their punishment. They showed no signs of fatigue. The energy that coursed through them from the Artemis compound wouldn’t let them rest. Jaguar could feel the pull of it as the ritual space unfolded around them.


    When the fire began to die down, Jaguar let Fiore kick the logs out of the way to reveal the glowing stones, and instructed her how to pick them up with the pitchfork, welcome them into the lodge with sage and water, slide them into the pit at the center. Then, she led the women inside the lodge.


    As she knelt and pulled back the deerskin that covered the opening to the dome, she looked down and saw that blood stained the inside of her thigh, a warm trickle of red sliding from her body onto the earth. Fiore, looking at her from inside the dome, laughed as if she knew. The other women took up her laughter. They were all menstruating, sweat and blood mingling in a space much darker than any night.


    The heat rose to a palpable mass as she pulled the deerskin down to cover the entrance to the sweat lodge. Once inside, she fed the fiery stones with sage, then poured water onto them. They sang as steam swarmed them. Even in the first round, where they honored the spirits of the East, it was a hot sweat. By the second round the other women had lowered themselves to the baseline of the lodge where they sucked in cool earth and moaned out responses to her chanting. She could feel the breathy openness of empathic space in them and around them. None had tested positive for psi capacities, but the sweat lodge sometimes opened regions long closed. And there was no telling what effect the Artemis compounds would have on any latent skills. No one had ever studied that. She’d find out more in the third round, when she’d make her first empathic contact with them.


    She could hear Alex cautioning her against this, especially in the round of the West, called the House of No Words in Jaguar’s tradition. This was the place of death, the place of the ancestors and the black jaguar. Here you ceased being fully human or fully alive. You spoke only in the howls that came from the bottom of your belly and the scream that lived inside your throat. If she contacted them here she’d be touching primal energy, and that was risky. But it was also effective.


    When she closed the door after the second round and poured more water on the stones, an inescapable fury of heat blanketed their skin. Jaguar tilted her head back and howled, and the other women followed suit, moaning and keening, barking and yipping and growling as she crawled around the pit, feeling her way through the absolute dark.


    She reached Karena first. Karena, silent except for a whispered groan.


    Placing her hands around Karena’s head, she intoned the ritual words that asked entrance to this psyche. Terez and Fiore screeched, but the sound of their voices left her as she felt her way through Karena’s interior world.


    Hollow silence. Infinitely sterile emptiness, clamoring silently to be filled. To be filled. To be filled.


    Karena worked for La Femme, women’s health and beauty products, but her personnel file wasn’t included in her packet, so Jaguar didn’t know how long she’d shown signs of trouble. She was here because she’d walked into a department store and pointed a gun at a cashier. He frantically handed over the money in his drawer, but Karena fired on him anyway, then turned her weapon on the other dozen people there. When the police arrived, she was struggling with a shopping bag, dragging it toward the door. The policeman who took it from her went white when he looked inside, then dropped the bag, spilling dismembered hands and feet and ears and breasts all over the marble floor.


    “I was hungry,” Karena told the police.


    Jaguar drifted in the vast white emptiness she cradled at her core, and breathed in the necessity of it. She would go no further with her. Tonight was just the first contact with each woman, a brief listening.


    She released her hold and groped through the darkness to Terez, her beauty palpable even when vision was denied. Jaguar held her face gently, spoke quietly into the squealing terror of her mind, and found herself slipping into a space as rich and fertile as the rainforest.


    There was rapture here, fleshy and sinuous with desire. A pounding and pulsing life-force, wanting to feast not so much out of hunger, but out of a sense of abundance. Yes. It said only yes and yes and yes again.


    “Yes,” Jaguar whispered back, “and yes again.”


    She let her go and moved to Fiore, who barked and howled and called out all the sounds of wild animals caught in the grip of commune with the night. Jaguar had to struggle to keep a firm grasp on her, her hands caught in her hair as she worried her noises like a dog with a bone.


    There was joy in the storm of her voice, which managed somehow to remain profoundly serene within its own rage. A serene and free rage. A wild calm. Some improbable meeting of all that. A complexity, powerful and rich and complete as fire. To Jaguar it felt almost like home. With reluctance, she released her and crawled back over the slippery wet earth to her place.


    She took a ladle of water from the bucket and tossed it onto the stones. As the heat hissed and seethed around them she breathed deeply, releasing any toxins she might have absorbed from the contact through the air of her lungs and the water pouring from her skin.


    Aaiiyah, the women called out to the night.


    Aaiyah they sang into the darkness and into her and into their own souls. When it was time, she held her hand up for silence, and though they couldn’t see it, they were suddenly still. Jaguar spoke through the stillness.


    “I myself, spirit in flesh speak,” she said softly, and slid into her own center to meet what swam there.


    Saw a woman feral and balanced. Saw a forest of knowledge she crawled through in darkness.


    Touched the edge of a wordless whisper. The sigh of movement. That swift blackness which led her with vision thirty times more accurate than human sight.


    She breathed in the blessing of that presence, and let it pull her into the spinning darkness, felt herself curling like a leaf within a coil of wind, lifted toward a translucent moon, trying to burst into fullness. She reached for it, all of her pulled to that source.


    Grandmother Moon.


    She was lifted to a place where light poured down around her, cool and sweet as a child’s hand in hers, bathing her in the same wild calm she felt from Fiore, who must be a daughter of the moon, a huntress. Light poured through her, cool and sweet as dreams.


    She rested in it, let it rest in her.


    In this light she saw herself facing a man. Someone young and old at the same time. Sad and quiet and full of rage, filled with death. She turned from him and saw another man, one she knew. She felt the warmth of his desire mixing with her own as the great grandmother light of the moon poured cool over them both. He raised a hand to her face, and it was covered in blood.


    Aaaiyah. Aaaiyah Nissa nissa.


    She saw his hand covered in blood and the moon pouring out a silken scarf of more blood to cover him, drowning them both in blood and more blood.


    Blood on the moon, and the scream of pain that followed.


    She opened her eyes, gasped, and shook herself out of the vision.


    Blood on the moon.


    “Open the door,” she said hoarsely to Terez, who sat nearest. Terez flung the canvas covering up and the three women crowded to it, gasping, steam flowing out in front of them like a river bursting through a dam.


    Jaguar lay down and let them breathe. They had one more round to go, but they’d get water and a little cool air before they started. She needed to regroup anyway. Needed to climb back in to her own skin so she could conduct the last round.


    Blood on the moon.


    Phase psychosis. Artemis compounds. Women bleeding, going mad. She was bleeding now, too. Blood on her thigh, and on the thighs of all the women here, and on the moon.


    Alex said it was controversial. She knew he put her on this case because controversy wouldn’t keep her from doing her job.


    And she knew what to do next. She would start with Terez.


    * * * *


    The women slept late, and rose to move in their speechless activities of breakfast preparation and cleanup. As they worked, Jaguar noticed that Terez followed her with large eyes, always aware of where she was, what she was doing.


    They ate bread and fruit that Jaguar had brought, drank water from canteens. No one spoke, and each face carried in it the glow of last night’s sweat. Jaguar could see a shift in pupil size, in skin tone, indicating that the detox was beginning.


    After breakfast was cleared the three women sat leaning into trees, listening as if some answer ran through the sap.


    Jaguar turned her green eyes to Terez. “Come with me,” she said.


    Terez rose silently and followed her through the thick trees, picking her way carefully over the debris of the forest floor.


    Jaguar stopped at a small stream that trickled through the woods. She squatted by the side of it, cupped her hands and lifted water to her face. In the south, the moon was still apparent, white and ghostly in the clarity of morning sky.


    The water felt cool and good against her skin. She let her hands linger in it, brought them, slippery and cool, to her neck, sighed with pleasure as liquid slid down her breasts. She leaned over and took another handful of water, spreading it over her ribs and belly, then between her legs, opening her thighs and stroking the insides gently, seeing as she did that she’d stopped bleeding. She’d noticed earlier that the other women had ceased bleeding, too.


    As she washed, she could feel Terez staring at her, unspoken longings boring into the back of her neck. Jaguar stood and turned to her, and immediately Terez lowered her eyes. Her face flushed and she took a step back.


    “Yes,” Jaguar said, “and yes again.” She reached over and ran a hand through her hair, combing the silken tangle with her fingers. It felt like air pouring over her skin.


    “Your hair is like moonlight,” she said. “Weightless and piercing.”


    Terez made a small sound, almost a sigh of pleasure, almost a whimper of fear.


    “Do you know about the moon?” Jaguar asked, running a finger over her cheek. “Her light is so soft, you’d never guess how much she can do just by being there.”


    She grasped a handful of Terez’ hair and twisted it around her hand as she spoke. “The moon moves the entire ocean, and pulls a single body toward desire and knowledge. That’s why men fear her, and fear women who worship her. They know real desire gives you a power they can’t control or steal.”


    Terez raised large blue eyes to Jaguar and said nothing.


    “You’re afraid,” Jaguar noted, “but not afraid that I’ll hurt you.”


    She unwrapped Terez’ hair and dropped her hand to her side. “You’re afraid I can’t hurt you enough. That you’ll never be able to pay for what you did, or who you are. You’d like me to run razor blades in pretty little circles around your face, or whip you. But I’m not going to do that.”


    Jaguar took a step forward. Terez took a step back.


    “What do you want?” Jaguar asked.


    Terez hung her head down onto her chest and peered at her own flesh. She touched it, tentatively, feeling the skin as if it was an animal that might bite. Then she pressed her thumb into her sternum, held it there, released it, stared at the imprint of flesh against flesh.


    She lifted her hands and held her own face as if it belonged to someone else, groaned into her palms and drew them across her mouth, licking at them, tasting them. Then she squeezed her eyes shut tight and pushed out one word.


    “Dance,” she said.


    Jaguar laughed. She stretched her lithe body in a line toward the sky and felt the pleasure of her own muscles rippling in the warming of the sun. She swayed in the dappled green shadows of the forest, flesh ambient with light, her motion the motion of trees in the wind, birds that landed in their branches. She caressed the curves of her own body, caressed the curves of the air that held it. Then she reached over and grasped Terez by the hips, moving them in rhythm with hers.


    Terez pulled back at first, then ceased struggling and moved into the cadence of her body’s song as she pressed closer to Jaguar.


    For too many years Terez lived somebody else’s life, as if she was just visiting her own skin. But under her compliance Jaguar felt the burden of her desire, the heaviness of longing and the bitterness of fear sizzling within it. It was the burden of the moon as its face moved across the face of the earth. An oceanic shifting of waters and the subtle pulsing of the heart’s rhythm toward its own center. She was always trying to get back to herself, as fast as she tried to run away. Jaguar grasped her by the hair, lifted her face and ran a finger across the thirsty lips.


    “This,” she whispered into the weightless light of her hair. “You want this.”


    Terez groaned and moved more deeply into the dance, into the body that rocked hers toward knowing.


    Then, a slight motion in the shadows of the trees caught Jaguar’s attention. She peered over Terez’s shoulder and saw Fiore standing behind a tree, watching them. Her eyes did not disapprove or approve. They just absorbed. When she saw Jaguar see her, she held her gaze for a brief moment, then turned her attention to Terez. As Terez bent her mouth to Jaguar’s neck and ran a tongue across her skin, Fiore stepped out of darkness and moved closer.


    “Yes,” Jaguar whispered, “And yes again.”


    She pulled Terez’ hands away from her. Terez grappled to retain her hold, but Jaguar jerked her wrists and pushed her back. She moved her hands toward her own belly and pressed them down into the soft flesh.


    “This,” she said. “You want this. The erotic source of power. But you won’t find it in me. What you want is in you.”


    Terez peered down at her own belly, saw her own hand pressed on top of it, Jaguar’s hand holding her fingers against the flesh.


    “See who you are,” Jaguar said. “Be what you see.”


    Terez began to tremble lightly, ripples of energy moving through her skin.


    “Dance,” Jaguar whispered.


    Terez swayed and moaned and held herself close. Jaguar moved back toward the trees as Fiore moved to Terez and put a hand on her shoulder. Terez opened her eyes wide and stopped swaying. Fiore spread her hands and ran them down Terez’ smooth white back, cupped her small hips and danced. Jaguar nodded, and silently faded back into the trees.


    Day swallowed the white eye of the moon that led them here, and they continued in their dance.


    * * * *


    When afternoon transformed into dusty evening, Jaguar returned to the clearing by the stream. She found Fiore and Terez laying on their backs, looking up toward the tops of the trees and to a sky that was quickly emptying itself of light.


    “We’d better get back,” she said. Fiore stood and brushed herself off, then walked off into the trees, but Terez remained still.


    Jaguar reached over and tapped her shoulder. “Terez,” she said, “look at me.”


    When Terez’ wide sky eyes met Jaguar’s, they were clear and focused. Jaguar touched her forehead and felt the return of words, slowly, as if she was a child just learning to use language as a tool.


    Good. That was good. That meant her plan was working, and she was on the right track.


    Jaguar ran a hand down Terez’ face. “Are you still afraid?” she asked.


    Terez frowned. It seemed to take her some time to remember how to respond to a question. After a while she shook her head slowly back and forth, as if the gesture was new to her.


    Jaguar nodded. “That’s the gift the moon had for you. An authentic self. And now, you own it.”

  


  
    Chapter 4


    Alex’s workday often finished at odd hours, depending on the assignments under his supervision and his involvement with them. For the next few weeks, he knew, that involvement would be deep, and the hours would be long. He didn’t want this one to get too far out of his sight when it exploded. After reading Rachel’s research, he knew it was a matter of when, not if.


    Brendan Farley’s history deepened Alex’s suspicions about his exposure to Artemis. He was an eco-terrorist with a long history of petty vandalism in service of his cause. He focused primarily on pesticides, and had done his share of lawn shredding, independently of any environmental group. Whenever he was charged he claimed self-defense. Pesticides poisoned him and his mother, he said. He had every right to defend himself.


    Newspapers picked up on his story as he went from town to town, and he actually managed to get some local ordinances changed, but the prevailing mood on the home planet about such cases was one of peevishness. People didn’t want some crackpot getting between them and their quest for the perfect lawn.


    Then, a month ago, he leapt from his irritating but fairly benign protests to setting off a pesticide loaded bomb in a mall, killing about a hundred people and making the place into a toxic waste site. He used the same kinds of pesticides he was protesting, the ones everyone said were safe. Alex supposed in that sense, he’d proved his point.


    He told the Planetoid testers that the world was clearly going to hell in a hand-basket, and he just wanted to help complete the process. Get it over with, he said. Put humanity and the earth out of their mutual misery. Because of this, testers said his core fear was death, which had transformed into Thanatos syndrome – a complex similar to Stockholm syndrome, where death was the captor.


    Thanatos driven prisoners saw themselves as kidnapped by death, and overcame their relentless terror by becoming friend, partner, lover, to their captor. It was a common syndrome of the Killing Times, and they still saw it pretty frequently on the Planetoids. It made sense as Farley’s core fear.


    All this was the kind of reaction Alex would expect to see in a man exposed to Artemis, but it could also be intergenerational trauma or even some genetic defect created by exposure to biobombs. His crimes didn’t necessarily connect him to Artemis, but his work history might.


    He had a degree in mineralogy and geochemistry and started his career with Galactic Net Communications, doing bench-work with transmission lodestones. He moved on to Assured Insurance, where he tested post-disaster materials for toxic elements. After two years there he quit, and in what seemed to Alex a most unusual career move, he went to work for La Femme, women’s beauty and health products, doing lab work in vitamins and makeup.


    He left them less than a year ago, and from what Alex could tell, went on to be a free-lance madman. And Rachel’s research had turned up one small piece of information that, for Alex, connected the dots into a cohesive whole.


    All the companies Farley worked for were different divisions of one large parent company called Global Concerns, Inc. That company had invested enormously in the initial moon mining concerns, and had gone on to throw all its weight at the Hague to prevent a ban against it. Now they controlled the biggest lobbying efforts for a moratorium repeal. In a small side jaunt in her research, Rachel also learned they already had an ad campaign ready for the many uses of Artemis compounds.


    When Alex read that, every fiber of his precognitive capacities started to hum in recognition. He figured if this case wasn’t filthy with Artemis, he’d just have to hang up his title of Adept.


    What he read next, from Rachel’s research on Board governor’s memos, made him also figure he and Jaguar were about to dive head first into a political and corporate quagmire. That was why, though it was well past midnight, he sat in his rocking chair facing the window that looked out over the replica of Lake Ontario, reading over the files one more time.


    They told him no more than they had the first three times he read them, so he tried another source. He closed the file, let his hand rest palm up and open on top of it, breathed himself into the empathic space he knew best.


    Sometimes he would sit like this for an hour, and emerge with nothing more specific than an intuitive sense of the next action he should take. Tonight, he was lifted and tossed roughly into an image that sizzled its way across his mind, and just as quickly disappeared.


    The moon as a woman curled in on herself, bleeding from a gaping wound in her breast. A man whose face he knew flying to her, pouring something from a vial into the wound. Medicine? Something to heal?


    No. Poison.


    Searing pain and fire that he felt in his own body like a knife. He jerked back from the shock of it, gasped for air. Then, darkness.


    Alex opened his eyes, stared down at his hand which was now a fist. That was it, he supposed. And it was enough to give him food for further contemplation.


    He was deeply absorbed in considering it when he felt warmth at his back.


    He didn’t shift. Didn’t lift his head or twitch. He just sat and felt it. Warmth. Like breath applied by a mouth held close to the back of his neck. It glowed and spread through him, and he let it, without moving. Warmth explored him, and he let it.


    Jaguar.


    He hadn’t heard anyone enter his apartment, but he never heard her when she chose to be silent, and he never missed her when she chose to be heard. He caught the scent of sage and smoke in her hair, and her warmth was balanced as the earth, holding fire at its core.


    “When you make love,” she asked, “do you keep your eyes open, or closed?”


    He let the question settle in someplace where it wouldn’t cause too much trouble. Then he smiled.


    “That depends, Jaguar,” he answered, without lifting his head.


    “On what?”


    “The woman. The context of the lovemaking. With certain women I won’t name, I can’t imagine ever turning my eyes away again. Would you like specific examples and illustrations?”


    He felt her shift behind him. He had disturbed her. That was a good thing.


    “Your point,” she noted. “We’d better move on. And by the way, the women all have Phase Psychosis, induced by exposure to Artemis.”


    He twisted in his chair and faced her. She resonated fire and moonlight, held calmly in her skin and her eyes, beautiful and distracting. He didn’t have to ask if she was sure. He knew from what he’d seen, and he read it in her flesh.


    She walked around to stand in front of him. “My guess,” she continued, “is that it’s heavy and direct exposure, over a fairly long time.”


    He held her gaze steady. “What makes you think so?” he asked.


    “I can smell it,” she said.


    “Pardon?”


    “I smell it. In their sweat. Direct contact. Not airborne.” She stared at him hard, daring him to tell her she was wrong. He didn’t.


    Instead, he kept his dark gaze steadily on her sea eyes while he reached up and took her hand. His thoughts moved into hers easily. They’d done this so many times, in so many ways, there was very little to block contact unless one of them chose to actively push the other away. She didn’t choose that tonight.


    Show me, he requested.


    Easy as a sigh, she opened. She drew him in to her experience, what she saw and felt from the women in the sweat lodge. He felt the swirling of energy that told her what was happening within them. Wordlessly, she took him through the entire sweat, through their experience and her own, including her vision in the sweat lodge.


    Both the content and the feel of it almost jolted Alex out of contact with her. Blood on the moon, and a man with blood on his hands. And the first man she saw – he startled at the brief glimpse of a face, so soon covered in blood. His surprise was so sharp that Jaguar halted in her sharing.


    Alex?


    Okay, Jaguar. Just – give me a second here.


    She let him linger in the vision, and at his signal moved on though the night and into the morning, where he observed her at her work with Terez.


    The sun on her bare back as she leaned over the stream and dipped her hand into the water. The curve of her hips as she swayed with Terez, dancing her flesh into desire. He felt it directly, as if it was injected into his veins. Fear and desire and power. The most potent and potentially combustible combination he knew, and Jaguar danced with it as if it was the easiest thing in the world. Every motion of her hand seemed both effortless and inevitable. What she did with her body was only what the laws of the universe had insisted on from the beginning of time. Yet, he also felt her concentration, her focus on the task. She danced lightly, but she understood the forces she partnered with.


    Fear and desire, saturated with the power of the moon. The intensity of it, and her willingness to give herself so completely to it in this dance were more than he could bear right now.


    He withdrew, pulled his hand back from hers. She leaned back against the windowsill, tilted her head at him.


    “Problem?” she asked.


    “I’ve seen enough to - to understand. Unless there’s more I need to know?”


    She shook her head. “I’m good.”


    He resisted all possible responses he could make to this. Instead, he stood and pressed his hands against his lower back. “Let’s go to the kitchen. I want some coffee, and we have to talk.”


    She padded behind him, talking as they went. “Terez is coming along already,” she said. “The others should clear just as quickly if I keep sweating them.”


    “We still need proof,” he said, then hushed her impending protests. “I mean, proof for the Hague.”


    “What kind of proof?”


    He sighed. “Not the kind you just showed me.”


    He led her into his kitchen, and made coffee in the warm darkness, the aroma creating a comforting intimacy. She perched herself on his counter while he worked, watching him silently from this post, swinging her legs back and forth. He felt her gaze on him, still full of the moon, as he moved from stove to cupboard, making coffee, being normal, trying not to let his hand slip and find itself suddenly on her thigh.


    When the brew was finished, he poured her a cup, set it down at his small kitchen table and took a seat. She sat across from him, letting the steam rise to her face and breathing it in deeply.


    “We need to establish the source,” he said. “Odds are the women know how they were exposed. They might even know where the manufacturing’s going on. Can you get them to talk?”


    “I think so,” she said. “Two of them are desperate to do penance as it is.”


    “How long until they’re clear?”


    “Two weeks tops, if I don’t run into any snags.”


    “Okay. I’ll have Rachel dig up anything she can find about the people in their lives. Husbands. Bosses. Family. If the exposure’s that heavy it must be someone they see all the time, or a place they’re at all the time. You get what you can from them, too.”


    He swirled his coffee in his cup, brooded over it a minute. “Jaguar, what do you know about phase psychosis in men?” he asked.


    She blinked. “What?”


    “I’ll explain in a minute. Just tell me what you know.”


    “Same as everyone else. Nothing. No one admitted it existed in women, much less men, who never reported trouble with exposure to Artemis. Of course, I’ve got my own theory about that.” He waved a hand, inviting her to continue, and she did. “Given what we call acceptable male behavior, nobody would see it as a problem. Now tell me why you ask,” she said.


    He stirred his coffee, brooded over it a moment.


    “Shaking your web, Spider Magus?” she asked, as she always did when she thought he’d been using his Adept skills.


    “Yes. Though, apparently, I don’t have to,” he said.


    “What’s that mean?”


    “Your vision in the sweat. I saw something similar.”


    “I’m not an Adept,” she said immediately.


    He grinned. She wouldn’t like seeing herself that way. “Don’t worry. Actually, I think you saw it with your clairvoyance. That just means it’s closer than either of us would like.”


    “How close?” she asked.


    “Here. The man in your vision – he’s here. A prisoner.”


    “You know who he is?”


    “Brendan Farley,” he said. “Got in trouble in Connecticut. And he used to work for La Femme.”


    She sucked in breath. It was unusual for Adept space to be that specific. Usually information was metaphoric, tricky to interpret. That’s why she trusted so few Adepts. What they saw was a gift. Their ability to interpret well took great skill, which most didn’t have. Alex, she had to admit, was damn good. But this vision needed little interpretation.


    “La Femme – one of my women worked there. Karena. But her personnel file’s missing.”


    “I know.”


    “Farley’s?”


    That’s here, but it doesn’t say much.”


    “So why - or how - did he show up in my sweat lodge vision?”


    “I’m not entirely sure, but I think it means more trouble.”


    “Do you mind,” she requested, “being more specific?”


    He turned sharp eyes to her. “Specifically, corporate trouble. Big money and big politicking trouble. Specifically, when we drag all this out into the light, someone’s bound to get pissed off, and we’ll be standing right in line to get pissed on, if we don’t manage it right.”


    “You think you can manage moon madness?” she asked, “It’s like gold fever. Greed and fear are in charge of this one.”


    He considered his next words carefully. They would light a fire under her, but maybe she was already warm enough. On the other hand, he promised not to hold back.


    “Listen,” he said, “it may be worse than that.”


    She leaned back and sipped at her coffee. “Go on,” she said.


    He stirred his coffee, put the spoon down on the table. “I’ve been hearing some rumors, so I asked Rachel to track private Board memos. She found a bunch between some CEOs and governors talking about support for moratorium repeal, and discussing the idea of renting Planetoid space to Global Concerns - for lunar crystallization plants.


    He didn’t have to say more. She was suddenly and fully alert. “Which governors do we need to dodge?”


    She tumbled to that quick enough, he thought. “Could be all of them. The memos were from a variety.”


    “Rat fuck,” Jaguar said.


    “Dry and hard,” Alex agreed. “So the connection between Farley and Global Concerns gets important fast. Rachel’s pursuing that.”


    “Global - that’s Larry Barone’s outfit. More Rat fuck.”


    He was always surprised at the bits of information she did and didn’t carry around in her head, but this was very unexpected. High finance ranked nowhere on her continuum of what was important. That she knew the name of a CEO seemed about as likely as governors inviting her to dinner.


    “How do you know that?” he asked.


    “I read,” she said cryptically. Then, she added, “And I’m very fond of Anna Burhasa’s writing.”


    “Oh,” he said. “Burhasa. I should’ve guessed.”


    Of course she’d know about that. Anna Burhasa was a novelist, screenwriter, and poet at the turn of the century, and everything she wrote would be something Jaguar would appreciate. She started out poor and obscure, but the Pulitzer for one of her novels changed all that, and she grew to be very wealthy. Her money started the Burhasa trust fund, an organization that helped 13 Streams get solar technology.


    Her personality was as colorful as her writing. She traced her roots back to the ancient Etruscans, and always wore her family crest – a leopard’s face surrounded by grapevine – in her jewelry. She was a political activist, frequently arrested for civil disobedience, and she threw the best parties in any town you cared to name. She traveled the world and wrote about it, took a variety of lovers, male and female, and wrote about that, too. She married three times, and the third marriage lasted until she was shot in the streets of L.A., an old, old woman busy rescuing children during the Killing Times.


    Of course Jaguar would know about Anna Burhasa. That meant she’d also know about Larry Barone.


    “You know what happened with her second husband?” Jaguar asked. “He accused her of witchcraft when he left her.”


    Alex nodded. “The way she wrote, she must’ve been one of us.”


    “Naturally. But it didn’t keep her money out of the wrong hands.”


    Her second husband, Martin Barone, finagled rights to some of her early works, which she then refused to have published until after her death and his. But Martin’s son by another woman went to court for the proceeds and won. That was Larry’s father, and with the inheritance Larry financed the start of Global Concerns, Inc. If Anna was in a place where she knew her money was financing the Barone empire, Alex thought she’d be royally pissed.


    “Larry Rat Fuck Barone,” Jaguar commented. “Alex, does he have friends here?”


    “I have Rachel on that, and more. I’ll check on Farley myself. I know Nance, and she won’t mind. First, I’ll have a chat with Paul about moon mining plants.”


    Jaguar leaned her elbow on the table, put her chin in her hand. It was late, and she’d been hard at it with her prisoners, but her green eyes were alert, sparking with questions.


    “Do you think Paul’s for it?”


    “My first guess is no. He’s many unfortunate things, but he’s not a gambler, and he doesn’t like to share turf.”


    Jaguar chewed on this thought. “You’re right. So what’ll you do with Farley?”


    “Find out what I can,” he said. “Same as you do.”


    Her forehead creased in thought. “What’s his testing show?” she asked.


    “Thanatos syndrome.”


    At this, her aspect darkened further. “Be careful, Alex,” she said, and he raised his eyebrows, surprised. Jaguar advising caution was a new phenomena.


    “I mean it,” she continued. “With Thanatos, if he’s been exposed, he’ll be a toxic waste dump. Lunar material - you have to handle it with absolute respect.”


    “I know that, Jaguar. And like you, I know how to block unwanted empathic contact. I’m also old enough to vote and drink, choose my bed partners with care –”


    She made a low noise at the back of her throat like growling, reached quickly across the table and grasped his wrist. Squeezed hard. Spoke into him.


    Do not fuck around with this stuff. It will eat you alive.


    Through her hand he felt the power of desire that flowed through the moon, through the tidal pull of blood in veins, through her.


    She knew that the oldest wisdom was real. The moon exerted her influence, and if you tried to control or manipulate it without understanding, it would eat you. You had to take care, stay in balance with it, and with yourself. The moon was no more dangerous than a woman, in and of itself, but to play with either disrespectfully was potentially deadly. The Death Sisters were testimony to that.


    Through her hand he could feel the tidal pull of it, a power she would let flow through and out of her. He knew the discipline it took to resist using that power, and he only hoped he could do the same. Power was as seductive as love or fear.


    “You be careful, too, Jaguar,” he said softly. “It’s already in you.”


    She turned a slow smile toward him. “It’s different,” she said. “I’m a woman. The moon’s cellular for me.”


    “But politics and corporate scamming aren’t,” he said. “Far from it. So I repeat, be careful. Don’t make big moves without letting me know.”


    “And you - will you let me know what you’re doing? What you know?”


    “I will, Jaguar. I promise. Unless I’m physically prevented, I will.”


    “All right,” she said. “Okay.” She stood and stretched her long arms toward the ceiling, breathed in and out deeply.


    “Back to work,” she said. “I’ll be in touch.”


    And quietly as wind, she was gone, leaving Alex to brood further over his coffee, his job, and the imprint of her fingers on his wrist.

  


  
    Chapter 5


    In the morning, Alex’s first move was to call Board governor Paul Dinardo, who was on the home planet, just outside of Maryland and just around the corner from the legislative bodies the Planetoid system received funding from.


    Governors spent a great deal of time in liaison work with the home planet government. Except to write protocol or approve code changes, they left the actual work of the system to the supervisors and Teachers, so long as nobody made any noise. A low profile was a valuable commodity in the Planetoid system, keeping the home planet populace happy. They could gaze skyward and know there was somewhere to send dangerous criminals, away from a world they wanted kept neat and clean, especially after the violence of the Killing Times.


    Legislators, who liked happy constituents, felt the same way. So did governors, who liked happy legislators.


    That was why Jaguar aggravated the hell out of them. She ran with scissors, pointed out. On the other hand, when Alex ran with scissors, he pointed them down. Paul appreciated this about him, and Alex hoped that appreciation would carry them through this situation.


    He punched in Paul’s code, and found him in his home planet office. When his face appeared on the telecom, it looked distracted, and Alex could see his computer on and scrolling in the background.


    “Busy day, Paul?” he asked.


    Paul rolled his eyes. “I got a couple of few senators up my butt about a thing or two.”


    Alex clucked sympathetically. “Would it have anything to do with the moon mining moratorium?”


    Paul startled, put down his cup of coffee, reached behind him and closed down his computer screen. He touched a code key on his telecom.


    “Go secure,” he told Alex.


    Alex did so, and smoothed his aspect into serenity. He hoped the truth would set them free, without doing too much damage first.


    Paul leaned forward and stared into the screen. “How do you know about that?” he asked, then held up a hand to stop him. “Wait - Never mind. I don’t care how you know. Just tell me what you know.”


    “I know the lunar mining moratorium is six months from expiration, and the pressure’s on to let it expire,” he said. “Lots of people want a grab at the power base there.”


    “Yeah,” Paul said. “Everybody who watches the news knows that. There’s about six different mega-corps all wanna be first in line. What else?”


    Alex decided to cast his line out as far as it went when he thought like an Adept. “I hear talk that Global Concern wants a little space on the Planetoids to run a processing plant. And some governors are glad to let them have it.”


    Paul narrowed his eyes. “Who’s talk is that?” he asked.


    Alex leaned back and folded his arms across his chest. “Talk among friends. Is it true?”


    “Yeah,” Paul said. “It’s true. “


    Alex was simultaneously furious, and relieved that Paul wasn’t dodging the question. He sat and waited for explication, which came soon enough.


    “The Senate likes it. Makes the system profitable, and it’s an election year, God help us. I told them forget it for Three. We’re an open system, and it’d be too dangerous unless we got rid of the people. Same problem here as they’d have on the home planet. We got some big boys against us, though, so I ain’t calling it until it’s over. Senator Delaney says develop some of the unused patches outside the replica cities, put a bubble dome on ‘em. I say nuts to her.”


    Alex let his shoulders relax. At least he didn’t have to fight Paul about it. That is, if he was telling the truth.


    “What about One?” he asked.


    “It’s prettier here. Besides, One already puts its prisoners to work, and we don’t.”


    “Yet,” Alex said.


    “Not yet, and not ever,” Paul said decisively. “If we work them, we start needing them. Then we’re not rehab anymore. We’re a labor pool. I don’t like it, and I don’t like it a lot.”


    “I’m proud of you, Paul,” Alex said. “You’re evolving.”


    Paul grimaced. “No. I’m sticking with what I got. We’re a prison system. We’ll stay a prison system. If I can get the Senate out of my butt.”


    “You want some help with that?” Alex asked.


    Paul eyed him suspiciously. “What kind of help, and what does it cost?”


    “I’m not sure what kind yet. I’d need to know a little more. And as far as I can tell, that’s all it would cost – some information. Like, who are the biggest fans of the idea?”


    Paul shrugged. “Shafritz. You know him? He’s zone 9.”


    “I know him. Tall thin guy with a lot of beard and a fake laugh.”


    “Yeah. That’s him. Then there’s John Kusick, who votes for anything I don’t want because he’s still sore that zone 12 does better than zone 9 in the football pool.”


    “Zone 12 does better than 9 in just about everything, Paul. It has better governance.”


    Paul shot him a look. Alex shrugged. “Sometimes, you act with expedience rather than intelligence,” he said. “And sometimes you think more about looks than substance. But most of the time you really want what’s good for the system, and often you even trust us to do our jobs.”


    “Yeah,” Paul said. “Sure. Anyway, there’s a couple others on Three behind it, but mostly to kiss some Senate ass. Lars and Talek and George, right?”


    “Who’s against it?” Alex asked.


    “Jonathan Gore, of course – the environmental guy. And Miriam Whitehall. You know her?”


    Alex nodded. She was an attractive woman, pleasantly curved, with soft brown eyes and soft wheat colored hair. She tended toward the liberal in her politics, and flowing skirts in her wardrobe. She’d once expressed a more personal interest in him, but he had a feeling she wasn’t as soft as her wardrobe, and it didn’t seem worth the possible consequences.


    “Is that it? Just you those two?” he asked.


    “Yeah. Kinda lonely out here on the edge.”


    “As if,” Alex said, “I don’t know that. Tell me what it would take to get a definite ruling against it.”


    “A hammer on the right heads. A really big hammer.”


    “Would evidence linking Artemis compounds to Phase Psychosis be big enough?”


    Paul leaned back a little too fast and a little too hard to cover his surprise. “Like what kind of evidence?”


    “Like some female prisoners who have Phase Psychosis. If I can link that to Artemis exposure, would that do?”


    “That’s not even a nutcracker, much less a hammer. The last time women made that claim, they got their clocks cleaned.” He picked up his coffee cup and sipped.


    “What if it was a man?” Alex asked.


    Paul put the cup down. “What do you need?” he asked.


    Alex sighed. He supposed Jaguar was right when she said men still had that extra six inches of legitimacy. She called it a legal hard on. Crude, but accurate.


    “If it checks out, I’ll need permission to have a prisoner transferred to me. Brendan Farley. And a free rein in his program.”


    “Farley? Isn’t he the one with the Mall? Jeeze, if you could nail that one - do you really think so?”


    “I’m looking into it. In the meantime, I need extra research hours allocated for my workers, and access to some private citizen’s files - Like Larry Barone’s.”


    “That’s a lot of toys, and it ain’t even Christmas. If you get ‘em, how do you play with ‘em?”


    “I play nicely, Paul. And I play with friends. Like you. And the Hague. Maybe the Senate if it seems right.”


    Paul drummed nervous fingers on his desk. “Okay,” he said. “If you need Farley, you got him. Special transfer, my signature on it. I’ll try for Barone, but that’ll be tougher. Alex – you really think you got something here?”


    “I think when I’m done, I’ll have a jackhammer for you.”


    A smile began to show at the edge of Paul’s mouth. Alex thought it was a good time to give him the bad news.


    “Just so you know, Jaguar’s working with me. She knows everything – she and Rachel. Nobody else, for now.”


    He waited for Paul to object, shout, curse - any of his usual objections to Jaguar. Instead, his forehead creased and uncreased itself. “I suppose,” he said, “it was inevitable. Keep tabs on her, will you?”


    Alex grinned. “Always.”


    “Yeah. Right. I’ll call you when I got something for you. You do the same.”


    Alex nodded, and signed off. He put in a quick call to Rachel to update her, and when he was done with that he spent a minute tapping his finger against the edge of his desk. An image of Jaguar came into his mind, and he heard her say this was a three body problem - moon, earth, and planetoid. For him, the triad was governors, prisoners, and corporations. He’d taken care of two, and now it was time for corporations.


    He asked his telecom to reach La Femme personnel headquarters, and it made the connection.


    A very smooth, fair face filled his viewscreen and showed him a perfect set of teeth. “May I help you?” the face asked, looking as if it really wanted to help any way at all.


    “Maybe you can,” Alex said. “I’m Supervisor Dzarny, calling from Planetoid Three. We have a prisoner here who worked for La Femme, and she arrived without her personnel records. Can you track those down for me? And I’ll need to speak with her supervisor, maybe some of her co-workers.”


    The smile showed itself again and the face nodded. “We’re glad to cooperate with the legal system, Supervisor. I’ll put you through to the appropriate party.”


    Her face disappeared, but was soon replaced by one almost exactly like it, also looking eager to be of assistance.”


    “Supervisor Dzarny,” an equally smooth voice said. “I’m Janet Crowly, Personnel director.”


    “So nice to meet you,” Alex said. “Were you told why I called?”


    “Yes, and we’ve confirmed your ID, so we can proceed, if you’ll give me the prisoner’s name.”


    “Karena Halsey,” Alex said.


    The smooth face showed some tension. “I sent a note to your researcher, didn’t I?” she asked.


    “I don’t know. Did you?”


    “I believe so. Yes, I’m certain I did.”


    “Maybe it got lost. Tell me what it said.”


    “Karena’s file was expunged. I – I checked three times. It’s not there.”


    Alex knit his brow and made himself look imposing. “Ms. Crowly, this is a serious legal matter.”


    Under her perfect makeup, she blanched. “I know. I just – I can’t explain it either. I don’t expunge personnel reports. I can’t. Nobody can, really, except-“


    “Except?” Alex asked.


    “Except nobody,” she said quickly.


    “I’d like to confirm that with some of your management people,” Alex said. “Can you put me through?”


    “Oh,” she said, her hand flying to her mouth. “Management?”


    “Get me your Liaison VP. That should do.”


    The screen went blank and soon another face appeared, slightly older but no less perfectly groomed. Only, he couldn’t see the teeth because this face wasn’t smiling. In fact, it looked grim.


    “Supervisor,” she said. “Margaret Riley. Janet tells me there’s a problem?” Her tone indicated that the very idea of a problem was in bad taste.


    “Regarding records for one of your former employees. Karena –“


    “Halsey. Yes. She was expunged from our files.”


    “So I understand. But Ms. Crowly tells me files aren’t ever expunged.”


    “Not by her. Under certain conditions our office will do so. In this case, we didn’t want her name associated with our products.”


    “Did it occur to you that you were depriving us of important information?”


    “No. We didn’t think of that,” she said, and her tone indicated that the Planetoids weren’t even a blip on their radar screen.


    “Yes,” Alex said. “Well, I’ll need her former supervisor to have a good long talk with my researcher. Can I arrange that now?”


    “Can you hold while I get him?”


    “Absolutely.”


    She disappeared from the screen and was replaced by a fractalling design, accompanied by a Bach fugue. The fractals spit out periodic logos or ad copy for various Global Concerns products, but Margaret returned before Alex was stricken with the urge to buy any of them. Her face looked more grim than it had before.


    “It will not be possible for your researcher to speak with Karena’s supervisor,” she said firmly.


    “Has he been expunged, too?” Alex asked.


    “In fact, he has. He’s with you.”


    Alex frowned. “More, please,” he requested.


    “Brendan Farley. He’s also on your Planetoid.”


    “Right,” Alex said. “Then I can take care of it here. Thank you so much for your time.”


    When he hung up, Alex felt the sting of sharpened awareness. There was little room for coincidence in this. He wondered what was going on at La Femme right now, how many people were buzzing around his inquiries, around the inquiries he knew Rachel had already made on Brendan. It wasn’t a bad thing, he knew, to fluff people up. Sometimes they reacted in useful ways. He debated putting in a few more calls, then decided against it. Instead, he’d let the corporate world did what it liked to do best: Buzz. Spin. Have meetings.


    They did just that.


    * * * *


    When Margaret Riley saw Alex’s face disappear from the screen, she thought she’d better apprise her local manager of the situation, in case it did become a legal matter. She punched in a number, and was put through a number of secretaries until she got him.


    “I’ve been receiving inquiries about Karena Halsey, and Brendan Farley,” she said. “I thought you might want to know.”


    The manager’s face stayed neutral, as did his tone. “Who is inquiring?” he asked.


    “Supervisor Dzarny from Planetoid Three. And one of his researchers wants to interview their co-workers. Should I allow it?”


    He considered for a moment, then said, “Give them what they want. And let me know if they want more.”


    “Very good,” Margaret said, and signed off.


    When she was gone, the manager drummed his fingers on his desk. He’d been given some names that were specifically of interest in Corporate headquarters, and both of these were on the list. He called his district manager and passed the information on. The district manager thought it best to let the buck pass from her desk to the next one up, and so on, until at last, the private secretary for CEO Lawrence Barone got the call.


    She was irritated at the interruption, which occurred when she was trying to proofread a rather tricky bit of lobbying verbiage, but she was trained to respond, and so she passed the message on immediately to his message box, where the buck stopped.


    In his office, when Larry Barone listened to the terse message, he sat at his desk and lowered his face into his hands. He’d been working hard, lobbying for the Hague repeal, and establishing a site off the home planet was crucial to those efforts. He couldn’t afford trouble with the Planetoids right now.


    He was told it would be simple. ‘Leave it to me. I’ll take care of everything,’ were the words his associate used. Planetoid people nosing around his offices wasn’t his idea of simple.


    His thoughts circled possibilities for danger or opportunity. He’d have to find out where the women were, who was working with them. He’d have to find out what Dzarny was up to. He’d have to decide if he could actually trust his associate who told him it would be simple. And he’d have to start figuring back-up plans, just in case.


    He rolled his shoulders around, trying to release the tension at the back of his neck. He was considering his next move when there was a quick knock on his door.


    “Come in,” he said.


    The door opened, and a woman in her early forties, with hair the color of wheat and a figure like the goddess who ruled that plant stepped onto the thick carpet of his office floor.


    He held a hand out, gesturing her to him. “Darling. Come in. Come in.”


    She closed the door behind her, and observed that he pressed the button to set the lock. She walked toward him, leaving her shoes at the door, her skirt at the rug in the middle of the room, and her blouse in front of his desk.


    He smiled as he removed his jacket and tie.


    “Miriam,” he said, sweeping his arm across his desk to clear space, “Always such a treat.”


    * * * *


    Jaguar started the next sweat at dawn, waking up the women, who were bleary-eyed and still fundamentally nonverbal. She noticed that Karena’s hands were lined with dirt, her fingernails torn and paint peeling off, and she didn’t seem to mind. Jaguar picked up a handful of mud and spit into it, rolling it around her hand. She took a finger-full and smeared it on Karena’s face, painting her with jagged streaks of brown earth. Karena jerked back out of her reach.


    “Be still,” Jaguar commanded, and she stood, blinking and afraid. Jaguar described a circle of earth on her forehead, a spiral on her cheek. “This is what you want,” she murmured more gently. “To be dirty.”


    Karena sighed and relaxed. That was good. She’d have more to do with Karena in the morning. There was still old material to clear, but her consent right now was a very good sign. They were all doing well. If they continued progressing at this rate, she’d be able to get the information she wanted from them a lot sooner than she told Alex.


    “Go get more wood,” Jaguar told Karena when she was done, and Karena walked away silently.


    Fiore tended the fire, which was blazing nicely. Jaguar went and stood by it, found it too hot even for her, and took a step back. She didn’t know how Fiore was able to get so close without spontaneously combusting, but she seemed unbothered by the wall of heat.


    The twisted, heavy muscles of her arms and shoulders strained to lift wood into place. Her dark eyes caught and swallowed the sparks that flew up around her. When she leaned too close to the flames, a line of fire bit at her hair, sizzling the grey to a frizzled mass of black. Jaguar moved to her and smacked the fire out with her hand, sucking in heat and smoke and choking it back out as she stepped back, coughing.


    Fiore whirled on her swiftly.


    “You were on fire,” she coughed, turning away, seeking air. “Burning up.”


    Fiore breathed out heavily through her nose and returned to her work.


    The fire blazed itself down, and the rocks grew red and alive beneath it. Jaguar moved the women inside, starting with the chant for renewal she’d learned from One-Bird, used in the sweat following the onset of menses in girls. The women wouldn’t know the words, but their bodies would understand. And she supposed the moon, riding high above them, bursting almost past fullness, would understand as well.


    As she chanted, Fiore picked up the repetitive syllables and the tone, and began chanting with her. Jaguar was surprised at the strength of her deep, true voice and the fervor with which she used it.


    Her body knew. Her body wanted this. Needed this. A fiery woman.


    I am fire.


    Jaguar stopped chanting. In the wake of that large sound, the silence beat against her with the heat of the stones.


    Someone had spoken into her. Empathic contact. Fiore?


    In the darkness of the sweat, with only the red glow of the rocks to see by, Jaguar reached across the pit, balancing precariously at the edge of it, and grasped Fiore’s face in her hands, pulling her toward the center where stones burned and were not consumed. Fiore leaned forward and fell, her hands pressing against the red hot rocks.


    She did not scream.


    No fire chewed at her hands.


    Jaguar let her go, and she pushed herself back to her place without so much as a whimper.


    “Chac Ma,” Jaguar whispered reverently.


    Fiore was an empath. And she was pyrokinetic. She held fire in her hands.


    Jaguar had a great deal of respect for those who could hold fire in themselves, releasing it when necessary. She wouldn’t try to touch Fiore or her gift here, not in this closed space with the two other women present. She’d have to think about this before going any further with her. It could be very interesting.


    Fiore hadn’t shown any of the usual indicators of psi capacities in her testing run. Pyrokinesis especially was clearly indicated in the advanced neural workup. It created a distinct set of spikes that couldn’t be mistaken, and it just hadn’t been there.


    Did she have a way of deliberately hiding her talents, as Jaguar did? Or was it a different kind of psi capacity. Something to do with Artemis. That would be even more interesting, Jaguar thought.


    For the remainder of the sweat, she watched Fiore’s eyes watch her, two sparking stones that ate fire in the howling dark.

  


  
    Chapter 5


    Home Planet, Global Concerns Executive Offices


    Miriam, dressed once more, sat on the other side of the desk in the leather armchair, looking as innocent as a mother or a nun. She could do that. Play hardball, roll naked on the floor, and turn around to show the world a Madonna’s face. It was a useful talent, Larry Barone thought, but right now, it was time to see her business face.


    “What’s happening with your prisoners, Miriam?” he asked.


    “Not much,” she said. “Alex Dzarny is supervising the women’s case. They’re assigned to Dr. Addams.” She wrinkled her nose in distaste.


    “Someone you don’t like very much?”


    “Someone nobody likes very much. With one or two exceptions.”


    “I’ve heard her name before, haven’t I?”


    “Probably. She gets in trouble a lot. No sense of discretion.”


    Miriam was being far too offhand. She was hiding something. Larry searched his mental files to see what they held about a Dr. Addams. Something from the news? Yes. The news.


    “She did something with a cult leader, didn’t she? Got a medal or something?”


    “Ye-es,” Miriam said hesitantly.


    Then Larry remembered the rest. Jaguar Addams. When Miriam started talking about using Planetoid Three as an Artemis site about a year ago he went through some of their files, looking for who might help, who might get in the way. Addams was high on the list for get in the way. She was an empath, with a 98 percent success rate and a history of taking on the big boys. She didn’t play by the rules, and she almost always won. And he knew about Dzarny, too. Her supervisor, and another empath. Shit.


    “Jesus, Miriam. She’s the one who took out DIE. She’s with the women? Our women? They were our test subjects for Chrissakes. If she gets to them, it’s all over.”


    “Darling,” Miriam said quickly. “Don’t worry. I’m managing it.”


    “How?”


    “You’ll see. Really. I know the system. I know how to work it.” She leaned over the desk and patted his arm. He jerked it back. He hated it when she did that.


    “Then why is her supervisor asking questions about Brendan? He’s supposed to be with some easy-going Teacher who’ll get nowhere, but Dzarny’s not any of that.”


    He wasn’t too sure about the plan to get Brendan arrested in the first place. Planetoid people were savvy, found out way too much too fast. He’d only agreed because Miriam said she could work it from her end, and because it was the best way to get him where they needed him to be.


    “Alex,” Miriam said, “is part of the plan, darling. “Can’t you just trust me?”


    Larry narrowly avoided laughing. “Sure. Once I know the set up. And approve it.”


    Miriam’s mouth turned itself into a small smile. “Remind me never to throw a surprise party for you. I hoped to save this as a treat for later, but since you’re so nervous, I’ll tell you now. The Planetoid insurance policy carries a waiver. If disaster strikes and a worker caused it, they can only claim 50 percent of damages. You know that. Assured wrote the policy.”


    “Dzarny’s our worker?” Larry asked. He had to admit, he liked that. Dzarny was vocal about not wanting non-prison facilities on the Planetoid, not wanting prisoners to take part in work programs. Using him was elegant, and very Miriam.


    “He’ll save your company more than 200 million dollars.” She lifted a smooth hand, let it fall again. “Feel free to thank me at any point.”


    “I do,” he said. “I thank you very much. What’s going on with Farley?”


    “He’s in process. He and Alex will meet very soon.”


    At this, Larry’s skepticism returned. “This is the part I like least,” he said. “Farley’s totally unstable.”


    Miriam laughed. “And totally under my control, darling. He’ll have Alex spinning in no time. The man is a fool.”


    Larry sensed more venom in this than necessary, and he could guess where it came from. “Because he didn’t respond to your charms?”


    Miriam’s voice grew cool. “His choice of women is questionable.”


    “Better luck next time,” Barone noted.


    “Fuck you, Larry,” she said coolly. “He’s a fool and you’re a nervous old hen I’m tired of reassuring. Everything is going as I planned, and if you backpedal on me, I’ll give you away like an old pair of shoes.”


    Larry laughed. He enjoyed baiting her, just to see the limits of her Madonna persona. Generally, if you messed with her opinion of herself, or with her grasping for money and power, she’d lose it. Ego, money and power were pretty much what she was about, underneath all the smiles and soft eyes. She once told him that when she fucked him, she was fucking the world.


    “Fucking it, and coming out queen,” she said, her eyes wild with delight.


    Not that he minded the attitude. Half the fun of sex with Miriam was the challenge of who would be conquering whom in a series of physical interactions that were more like wrestling matches than lovemaking. Both of them, vying for the turf of each other’s bodies. But that was pleasure, and this was business, which still looked dicey to him.


    “Addams is good,” Larry said. “Very good. If she makes the women talk -”


    “What’ll they say? And who will listen to them say it once the Planetoid’s destabilized? And Brendan will never talk. The women might rehab, but men can’t come back from Artemis. Not at his level of exposure. They’re too weak.”


    Though her arrogance never ceased to amaze him, he had to admit she knew what she was talking about. Men’s reactions to Artemis were off the chart compared to women’s. They just needed more of it to get there.


    When Artemis was legal, the men who worked in their research plants showed no trouble, but Miriam pointed out that nobody spoke with their wives. Usually when men had trouble, their wives experienced it, she said. She also believed women had a different level of tolerance. And there was bound to be individual variations, too. She had no negative reaction. In fact, she’d had some real benefits from Artemis, though she wouldn’t elaborate on what they were.


    Larry finally agreed that it would be good to establish reactivity parameters. They’d tried out a few men before Farley, and it wasn’t pretty. He’d had to call in some big favors to get rid of the bodies.


    They hadn’t planned to test any more men, but when Brendan worked for La Femme, where they were testing various properties of Artemis for their effects on skin regeneration and sexual energy, he was curious about their “secret formula.” With his background in chemistry, he was able to distill one of their lotions to its basis, and then showed up outside Larry’s office with a handful of moonstones he made from it.


    They contained Artemis compounds in their most concentrated form. Even Larry felt their pull, and made Brendan put them in the safe while he called Miriam for advice.


    Miriam suggested they might as well make use of him. “He wants Artemis, let’s give him Artemis,” she said. “We can do some more tests on exposure in men. Besides, I have an idea for how to use him.”


    She took him to her apartment and disappeared for three days. She said she’d made an important discovery. Artemis made men more passive and more aggressive at the same time. More passively aggressive. And since it was so passive, their aggressiveness could be controlled.


    At the time, they were waiting out the end of the Hague moratorium, setting up as they could for what would come next. They had a testing plant going in Connecticut, very illegal but with everyone anticipating a repeal of the ban nobody was putting energy into finding them. They’d also realized by then that getting Planetoid space for an Artemis plant would be a very good thing. Senators wanted the moratorium lifted, but they wanted a litigation-free space for production. Miriam’s idea for securing the deal included Brendan as a key component.


    The moonstones allowed her to control him, she said. She could make him do anything, and she knew exactly what she wanted him to do.


    When she explained, he liked the idea, but he didn’t give trust blindly, especially with a woman like Miriam. Granted, he needed her now, but soon she would become redundant. He already had options for what to do when that happened. In the meantime, he had his own ways of monitoring the situation.


    He smiled at her. “Back to work,” he said.


    She stood. “I know. Me too. I’ll be on the Planetoid for the week.”


    “Taking care of all the glitches, I trust.”


    “There are no glitches. I’ll be overseeing the end game.”


    “Let me know if you need anything.”


    “I will,” she promised.


    As soon as the door closed behind her, he opened his desk drawer, and sought a small piece of paper he kept separate from all his other work. It had a number on it for someone who would be particularly useful in the near future. That someone might be difficult to get hold of, however, so he thought he should start trying now.

  


  
    Chapter 6


    Planetoid Three, Zone 12, Toronto City Replica


    The normal houses looked just like what their name said - normal. They were houses anyone would occupy, used for prisoners who needed the security of a stable looking home, prisoners whose programs were stated up front rather than hidden. Unless you knew where to look, you wouldn’t see the click buttons for emergency calls, or for implant overload if your prisoner got out of hand. You’d see only the neat front yards, the wicker chairs on the porches, the white curtains in clean windows.


    Alex walked up to normal house number 2 and pressed the buzzer. Nance was working here with Brendan Farley. Alex had tried calling her yesterday to ask about spending some time with him, but she didn’t answer the call. He’d tried her belt sensor twice and gotten no response on that either. Possibly she was in the thick of things and didn’t want to be interrupted, but Nance usually called back. She wasn’t an empath, and didn’t play games with her prisoners the way Jaguar did. She’d been trained as a psychologist, and most of her moves were good, solid rehab moves.


    He didn’t like to show up unannounced, but he not only needed to see Brendan, he was also getting concerned about her. And if he was interrupting an important moment she’d press the return buzzer to flash a little green light, telling Alex to wait. If not, she’d answer the door.


    He waited.


    Neither event occurred.


    He pressed the buzzer again, and nothing happened.


    “Great,” he muttered. “Just great.”


    He pulled out his code key, which gave him access to all normal house doors, and inserted it in the slot at the side of the door. A click, and the door unlocked. He opened it. Slowly.


    Peered inside the hall that lead to the living room.


    Saw nobody.


    Listened.


    Heard nothing.


    He felt the adrenaline kick in, composed himself, and walked into the house. It was very quiet. He walked through the living room, into the kitchen. A glass of water sat on the kitchen table, next to a set of keys for her wings, and the remains of a sandwich. He touched the crusts of bread. They were still soft. Someone was here very recently.


    He went back through the living room and down the hall, stopping first in the den, where there was no evidence of occupation, and then in the bedroom, where he saw the bed was unmade, uninhabited and - with relief - that it was unbloodied.


    He tried the next bedroom, and found the same. But he heard a sound he couldn’t place at first. Rhythmical. Small and pointed sound.


    A drip. Water dripping, but not onto a hard surface. Water dripping into water.


    He turned toward the bathroom. Walked to the door which was partially closed. Pushed it open.


    The bathtub was full of red water. Red water.


    Red water, and the body of a woman.


    Alex sucked in breath and approached.


    “Nance,” he said. “Oh Jesus. Nance.”


    He knelt down by the side of the tub and observed the great cuts down her arms that released the blood from her veins into the water. He pressed a finger against her carotid, but it was already emptied of all fluids.


    He straightened himself and walked out of the bathroom. He’d have to call this in. Hell and all damnation. Nance wasn’t suicide material. And where was Brendan? He went to her computer to see if she’d kept any notes, but when he got there he paused.


    On the desk in front of the computer was a smooth white stone, small and round. He picked it up, held it to the light.


    Energy still moved strongly within it. And it was an unusual stone. Smooth and tight, as if the molecular structure was more closely bound than other stones. Not igneous. Not quartz, although it had the tight, smooth structure of crystal.


    He made himself relax, let his thoughts run into the small piece of matter he held in his hand. Words flowed from it, back to him, into his hand, immediately and without any need for further probing.


    A man’s voice. A man, walking somewhere.


    Alex closed his eyes and saw the image, clear as if he’d tuned it in on a viewscreen. A tall man with sandy graying hair, glasses, serious expression.


    Brendan Farley. Walking down fourth and main toward - the shuttle station.


    Alex opened his eyes. “Shit,” he said. “The shuttle.”


    But how would he get on? He wouldn’t have a pass, and Nance’s wouldn’t do him any good.


    No time to sit around and think about it. He’d walked, but he could use Nancy’s wings. He grabbed the keys from the kitchen table, left the house, got in and pointed them toward the shuttle station.


    The first task was to secure the prisoner. Once he did so, he’d call it all in. If Farley got away, he’d have a different kind of report to make: One teacher dead, one prisoner escaped.


    When he landed and entered the station, he immediately saw Farley standing in front of the arrival and departure sign, peering up at it. Alex quieted himself, strolled over and stood near, peering up as well.


    “What are you looking for?” he asked.


    “New England corridor,” Brendan replied. “At least, I think –“ He frowned, dug into his pocket, took out a piece of paper and chewed at his lip while he read. “Yes. Connecticut. New England corridor.”


    “Visiting family?” Alex asked.


    “No. It’s what the Mother told me to do.”


    He turned and showed Alex his full face. “I suppose you know who I am,” he said.


    Alex jerked his head back, then tried to cover the gesture unsuccessfully. He was surprised, and Brendan knew it.


    Okay, he thought. We’ll play it that way.


    “That’s right,” he said amicably. “I do.”


    “You’re here to take me back, aren’t you?”


    “Maybe,” Alex said, “I just want to talk.”


    Brendan closed his eyes, and a smile flickered across his face. “I doubt it,” he said. “But I’ll answer any questions you have.”


    “Did you kill Nance?” Alex asked.


    He shook his head, kept his eyes closed. “She killed herself.”


    “You convince her that was a good idea?”


    “No need to. It is a good idea.”


    “I’m guessing,” Alex suggested, “all those people who died in the mall wouldn’t agree.”


    “They’d agree,” Brendan replied, “if they knew the truth.”


    “What’s that?”


    He opened his nondescript eyes and turned them on Alex.


    Cold. There was deep cold in his eyes. The empty spaces like the dark at the back of the closet. The swirling eddies of sorrow, creeping despair, afternoons alone and nights without comfort of body or soul. He found himself swimming in the death of animals, the death of plants, the death of all bodies with no hope of regeneration. Cells drying and lifeless. Toxins creeping in where life once resided.


    Jesus, he thought. That’s no good.


    He hadn’t made empathic contact. Why should he be feeling so much? It was out of hand already. Too much. Too big and too close. Somewhere he heard Jaguar’s voice, telling him to be careful.


    Don’t fuck around with this stuff. It will eat you alive.


    And how to avoid being fucked around with?


    Good boundaries. You know.


    Boundaries. He found the space at the center of his chest and pushed them out from his inside. Boundaries. His head cleared, and his emotional space lightened. Better. That was better.


    “Maybe you’re right,” he replied casually, when he could find his voice. Best to keep talking. Don’t let him do that again. “Where’d you get the money for it?” he asked.


    Brendan blinked, and seemed a little surprised. Not the reaction he was used to, Alex supposed.


    “A job I did.”


    “Must’ve been quite a job. You used a lot of expensive material.”


    “Just a delivery job. I deliver things sometimes. Take orders. I’m a messenger boy.”


    “For anyone in particular?”


    His head moved up and down, up and down, as if keeping time to an internal music. After due consideration, he said simply, “I work for The Mother.”


    Alex waited for more. It didn’t come.


    “She told you to dump pesticides at the Mall?”


    Brendan paused again as if listening, then spoke. “She’s been eating them for years. Isn’t it about time we got a taste of what we make her swallow?”


    “It’s only fair,” Alex agreed.


    “Yes,” Brendan said. “Besides, humans are a virus. What I did slows the spread of the disease.”


    “I see,” Alex said. “So what’ll you do now?”


    He shrugged. “Connecticut. Two tickets.”


    “Two tickets?”


    “Yes. Of course. One for me and one for you. For tomorrow. You buy them.” He indicated a ticket stand to his left. “I don’t have any money right now. I’ll wait here.”


    Okay, Alex thought. Okay.


    He got in line, and took the opportunity to get out his cellcom. Jaguar would be deep in with the women, so he decided to call Paul first, let him know about Nance and Brendan. He wasn’t in, but Alex left a message, asked him to pass it on to Jaguar. As he spoke, he saw Brendan waiting patiently, peering around as if he wasn’t quite sure where or who he was.


    Alex purchased the tickets and went back to him, handed them over. Brendan took them and stared at them as if he was trying to remember what they were.


    “Are you all right?” Alex asked.


    Brendan continued to stare at the tickets. “I think – there’s something. I – can’t quite remember.”


    He raised his eyes to Alex, and a profound, unguarded sorrow showed in his face. It was the sorrow of a child who doesn’t understand why he’s being beaten, what he’s done to deserve the beating. Alex had to resist the urge to comfort him.


    Brendan shivered, squared his shoulders, and started walking fast, making his way toward the exit. Alex stared for a moment, then trotted to catch up.


    “Hey,” he said when he was at Brendan’s side, “What’s the idea? I thought I was going with you.”


    He blinked at him as if he’d forgotten about him entirely, and Alex imagined that he had. “Sorry,” he said. “I - didn’t think.”


    “What’s up?” Alex asked.


    “The Mother. She’s - disturbed. Angry with me.”


    Now that was interesting, Alex thought. He didn’t test positive for psychosis, but he was obviously hearing something. A variant form of telepathy, perhaps. Alex has seen that. Once he had a prisoner who almost constantly picked up on the thoughts of dementia patients. He had only to learn how to block them, and he’d been fine.


    He hoped whoever or whatever Brendan heard wasn’t about to order him back on the shuttle. Alex wanted to keep him here, develop some trust, then put him in a room with Karena and Jaguar.


    “What does she want?” he asked.


    “We have a schedule to keep. I – forgot.” His face expressed torment, and he balled his hands into fists and punched them into his legs. “Stupid,” he said, hitting himself, “Stupid stupid stupid.”


    Alex reached down and grabbed his wrist, stopping his hand. “Listen,” he said, “tell me what you have to do and I’ll make sure you don’t forget.”


    Brendan regarded him suspiciously. “What?”


    “I’ll help you remember,” Alex repeated.


    Brendan was still for a moment, then he unbunched his hands and relaxed his arms. “We should go,” he said.


    “Go – where? Connecticut?”


    “No. The eco-site. The rainforest eco-site.” He made a clucking sound of disapproval. “Though why you make them here when we can’t take care of them on the home planet is beyond me.”


    “I think we have a different attitude about that sort of thing on the Planetoid,” Alex noted. “Why do you want to go there?”


    “It’s near the works.”


    “The – works?”


    “Energy, water supply, so on.”


    “That’s important?”


    “Of course.”


    “Why?”


    Brendan put his head back and peered up at the ceiling. “I’ll tell you later,” he said. “You’ll need this.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a smooth white stone. He held it out and Alex took it.


    It was like the one in Nance’s house, and it felt cool and good in his hand, just the right weight for holding, just the right texture for smoothing between palm and thumb. He smoothed it.


    As he did, a feeling of deep calm enveloped him. Clarity and coolness all around him. The stone seemed to pull him into his own hand, as if he could invert, slowly and softly, and become part of this compressed matter. As if that inversion would give him all the answers he sought.


    He was going with Brendan, to save him. To save the Planetoid and the moon. Wasn’t that his life? Saving the unsaveable. Saving those who didn’t even know they needed it. Hadn’t he saved Jaguar years ago, when she first came to his office looking for work on the Planetoid? Hadn’t he saved her from getting killed again and again?


    Of course, she wasn’t grateful, but he didn’t expect gratitude. It was just what he did, saving people. And he could save Brendan as well.


    He smiled and looked up. Saw that Brendan was smiling back.


    “Let’s go,” Brendan said, and they did.

  


  
    Chapter 7


    In the morning Jaguar was woken by the sound of someone whispering in her ear. She rolled over in her sleeping bag and mumbled something rude back at the voice. It continued to whisper, in mildly disapproving tones, “Message for Dr. Addams. Immediate retrieval requested. Message for Dr. Addams. Immediate retrieval requested.”


    “Fuck me,” Jaguar groaned, and felt around on the ground near her head for her belt sensor. Why she promised Alex she’d take it, why she kept her promise, and why she didn’t remember to turn it off were all questions she couldn’t answer.


    Her hand touched plastic and she dragged it through the dirt to her face, pressed the retrieval button and listened with her eyes closed.


    “Jaguar,” Rachel’s voice said. “Can you come in to Alex’s office? I need to talk to you. I mean, I really need to talk to you.”


    “Xipe Totec,” Jaguar muttered.


    She sat up and rubbed at her face. Rachel, notoriously understated, could be bleeding to death, or have a gun to her head. Jaguar looked at the three women who slept around her, breathing lightly, eyes closed. If they tried to run, their implants would stop them before they reached the edge of the eco-site. And if she hurried, she could be downtown in an hour, back in another. Of course, that wouldn’t account for everything that might come in between, but she’d have to chance it.


    She pulled herself out of her sleeping bag and padded on bare feet over to Fiore, leaned down and touched her shoulder. Her eyes opened immediately, as if she’d been waiting for Jaguar to wake her.


    “I have to leave you alone for awhile. A few hours. I’m putting you in charge.”


    Fiore’s head jerked up and down. Jaguar took this as agreement. “Don’t do anything stupid,” she said. “If you try to leave the site, you’ll be stopped. Got it?”


    Another quick jerk of her head. Fiore understood.


    Jaguar left them, and was almost to the tree line when she realized she was naked. That probably wouldn’t be a good thing, once she got on the road. She turned around and went to the pile of clothes that belonged to the women. Hanging above them was her ceremonial dress. She took it down from its branch, slipped into it, and made her way through the woods to her car.


    In her car, she caught sight of her face in the rearview mirror. High color in her cheeks and a few sticks in her hair were the only signs of what she’d been doing. She shook her head out and drove.


    She was getting out of her car and entering the Supervisor’s building when she realized that she still wasn’t wearing shoes. Nothing to be done about that now. Besides, her dress almost covered it.


    She took the elevator up to Alex’s floor, made her way to his office with only one pair of raised eyebrows to greet her. She opened the door to his office and closed it behind her.


    “You called me?” she asked Rachel, who sat at Alex’s desk, staring at his computer.


    Rachel lifted her head from the screen, ran her gaze up and down Jaguar. “Where’s your shoes?” she asked.


    “A bear ate them,” she replied. “That’s my story and I’m sticking to it. What’s wrong, Rachel?”


    “I’m sorry,” Rachel said. “I’m flustered, I guess. And I’m glad you’re here. We’ve got a problem.”


    “Where’s Alex?” she asked.


    “He’s not in,” she said.


    “What do you mean he’s not in? He’s always in.”


    “Today must not be always,” Rachel said grimly, and she stood up, walked around the desk to where Jaguar stood.


    “Well, where is he?” Jaguar asked, hand on her hip, foot tapping lightly. The equivalent of a twitching tail, Rachel thought.


    “I don’t know,” she said patiently. “That’s the problem. Or one of them, anyway.”


    “Don’t know?”


    Rachel sighed, walked over to the door, secured the lock. Then she turned back to Jaguar. “That’s why I called. Alex is missing.”


    “Missing? What do you mean missing?”


    “Will you stop repeating everything I say. Missing. M-I-S-S-”


    “Since when?” Jaguar cut in, beginning to believe her.


    “He went to see Brendan Farley yesterday afternoon, and he didn’t come back. He had four appointments, and he didn’t cancel. Stan Wokowski was all over me because he was supposed to be at a training orientation. Then Miriam Whitehall calls, furious and wanting to know why didn’t he keep their teleconference appointment.” Rachel wrinkled her nose. “I don’t like that woman very much.”


    Jaguar rolled this information around the back of her mind. “Neither does he,” she commented. “It makes her irritable. Did you call Nance? See if he got there?”


    “I can’t. She’s dead.”


    Jaguar stopped herself from repeating the word. Dead. Nance. Dead.


    “Shit,” she said. “How?”


    “Looks like suicide.”


    “Farley?”


    “I don’t know,” Rachel said. “I got the report on Nance this morning, from Paul Dinardo’s office. He didn’t say anything about Farley. I don’t know what Alex would want me to do. And there’s something else –“


    Jaguar held up a hand. “One thing at a time. Alex first. Maybe he found Nance and called in to Paul.”


    “You want to call him and find out? Like, hi Paul. We’ve got this missing prisoner, and Alex is also missing so we were wondering if he’d stopped by to let you know about it, or has he really disappeared altogether?”


    “Okay,” Jaguar said. “Just – give me a minute. I’ll see what I can do.”


    “That’s why I called you,” Rachel said.


    Jaguar took a stroll to the window and stared out of it. Pressed a hand against the glass, and listened.


    She didn’t need to know where he was to find him. She knew his signals, was well-acquainted with his spirit. If he wasn’t blocking or hiding, he’d hear her. She brought the image of his face into her mind, felt herself relax into warmth and light, as in the presence of a dearly loved friend.


    Alex. Where are you?


    A moment of silence passed, and she let it. Rachel was far away, outside this space where she would find him, also silent. Letting time pass.


    Then, the motion of opening. A shift in molecular barriers, subtle as the smell of rain about to fall.


    Jaguar?


    Relief flooded her. He sounded - surprised. As if there was no reason for her to contact him.


    That’s right. What’s up, Alex?


    I’m near the shuttle station. En route. I’ve got Farley.


    Want me to call it in?


    I took care of it.


    Took care of it? Maybe he did call Paul, then.


    Where are you headed?


    I’m not sure. It’s complex. I’ll explain when I -


    Then, a searing across her forehead. The empathic contact cut, quickly and painfully. She pulled her hand from the window and pressed it to her temple.


    “Hecate,” she muttered. “I thought he had better technique than that.”


    She shuddered, and turned back to Rachel, who held herself very tense and still, arms straight at her side, eyes wide. Jaguar laughed.


    “It’s okay,” she said, and watched the muscles of Rachel’s shoulder and back ripple into relaxation. “He’s got the prisoner, and apparently he’s called it in.”


    Rachel muttered some words in Hebrew, pressed her hands together in an attitude of rather Christian prayer, and then shook her head. “Are we supposed to do anything?”


    Jaguar shrugged. “He sounded like he had it all under control, whatever that means around here.”


    “Well, where is he?”


    “I don’t know, exactly.”


    “Is he on the Planetoid?”


    She ruffled her hair, let her hand rest at the back of her neck and thought. She couldn’t tell. “Maybe?” she suggested.


    “Maybe?”


    “Maybe not?”


    “Jaguar,” Rachel said.


    “Rachel,” she replied, then pointed to Alex’s computer. “You can run this thing, can’t you?”


    Rachel suppressed laughter. “That’s what I’ve been doing. And that’s the other thing. I sent some material to Alex this morning, and I wanted to make sure he got it, because it’s been deleted from my files.”


    Jaguar frowned. “How?”


    “Exactly. It’s not easy. Someone with high security clearance could do it. They’d also have to know how to get into my files, which takes some doing.”


    “Is it here?”


    Rachel moved back behind the desk, worked the computer for a moment. “Looks like it.”


    “What’s it on?”


    “Some stuff on the places where Farley worked. I found out Assured covers the Planetoid. They’re mostly an environmental insurance company, gets big bucks to cover places for environmental disasters. Like, in case we get hit by a passing asteroid, or the atmosphere blows. That sort of thing.”


    “How cheering.” She moved behind Rachel and read the screen over her shoulder. “Cheering, but not necessarily meaningful, since they covered most big concerns. And the Planetoid’s used them from the start. Nothing on La Femme? They sell crap to rich women, right?”


    “High-priced crap,” Rachel said. “They’re one of the big three. Huge profits this quarter. And by the way, Alex found out that Farley was supervisor for your prisoner. Karena?”


    “Oh, really? Now that’s good to know.” It pointed her in the direction she wanted to go next. “Can you get anything else for me on Barone? I want something that connects him to the Planetoid, if it exists.”


    “Tricky,” Rachel said. “He’s not coded in our files.” She turned her attention to the screen and Jaguar waited. In short order the computer began to make small sounds.


    “What’s it doing?” Jaguar asked suspiciously.


    “It’s thinking,” Rachel replied.


    Jaguar frowned. “Shouldn’t you do something?”


    “Let it think, Jaguar. I’ve posed it a problem and it’s solving it.”


    Rachel watched for a while, then turned to Jaguar. “Nothing right off the top. I could try a few more moves.”


    “Let’s try something easier first. I have to get back to the women soon. How about stockholders for any of Global’s companies?”


    Rachel went at it, but when information appeared it was unhelpful because most were listed under DBAs or company names rather than individuals. “Nothing,” Rachel said. “Companies hide under other companies and people hide in them. It’s tough to get through that. They want to keep the tax man away.”


    “See if you can get behind the curtain and find out who the actual humans are. Also go through the Planetoid departments, one at a time. See if any of the people in them connect with these centers, or Assured, or La Femme.”


    Rachel groaned. “Do you know how many departments that is? How many people?”


    “A lot?” she asked.


    “A lot,” she sighed. “Maybe I can set the string, and let it run. Or maybe there’s an easy way to pare down the list. I’ll do what I can, but I won’t have anything until later tonight at the earliest. Is that okay?”


    “Fine,” Jaguar said. “I can’t stay, anyway. I’ll call in later. In the meantime, give me Farley’s file. I’ll take hard copy.”


    Rachel moved her hands over the keyboard, and the computer made its noises. When it was done, she slapped a hand against the desk and swore.


    “Rachel,” Jaguar said, shocked.


    She swiveled the chair and presented an equally shocked face to Jaguar. “It’s gone.”


    “What?”


    “Gone. G-O-”


    “I heard you. I just don’t understand you.”


    “The file. Fatal exception.”


    Jaguar stared at the screen. Words scrolled across it, a sentence that read Fatal exception. Security Code #5.


    “What’s that mean?”


    “Either it’s burned – unlikely – or someone changed the protocol to make it unreadable. Same as my files.”


    Jaguar took a step back and ran a hand through her hair. Swimming with the big boy sharks. Somebody who could do that sort of thing.


    “Can you track it?” she asked.


    Rachel shook her head. “Whoever bothered to do this isn’t handing out business cards.”


    “Okay,” she said. “At least this gives us a place to start looking for people. Get a list of who could do that, and run their affiliation with Farley or Barone or La Femme. Or my prisoners. Or their family. Or moon mining. Or whatever else you can think of.”


    “Right away,” Rachel said, and turned her attention to her work.

  


  
    Chapter 8


    Home Planet, Global Concerns Executive Offices


    “Put him through,” Larry said, and waited while the broad face and head of blonde hair appeared, smiling at him on screen. Pasquale, he called himself, or sometimes the Golden Retriever. He never used his last name, and Larry could never find out what it was. He was an arrogant, eccentric, and sometimes very helpful man. Though Larry’s trust in him was limited, he was glad to talk to him now.


    He’d called back fairly quickly, too, which might or might not be a good sign. Probably it meant he already knew more than Larry wanted him to, but that would be par for the course with Pasquale.


    He’d appeared in Larry’s office when Miriam first started messing with Brendan, and at the time he suggested Larry might need his services.


    “What services?” Larry asked.


    “Tracking and delivery,” Pasquale had said.


    “Delivery?”


    “Of information. People. Things. You need some of each. Especially information.”


    “How do you know that?”


    Pasquale’s broad shoulders moved up and down. “That’s my job,” he said. “You want references, talk to your friend Joe Derry. I did some work for him.”


    The reference checked. In fact, Joe told Larry he was a lucky man. Pasquale picked his clientele very carefully, and couldn’t be had for love or money unless he chose you.


    Larry tested him first, hiring him to investigate the specifics of a stock trade he had his eye on, but couldn’t get enough information on to make a final decision about. The next day Pasquale called and told him to stay away. The man running the trade was about to be arrested for fraud.


    “Ridiculous,” Larry said, “I had him checked through every legal circuit I know. He may be a loser, but if he was a fraud, I’d know it.”


    “Then buy,” was all Pasquale had said before he hung up.


    Larry didn’t buy, and the man was arrested two days later. At that point he wanted to get Pasquale back, but had no idea how to contact him. It didn’t matter. Pasquale showed up at his Penthouse. Larry hired him to be available as needed until the moon mining issue was solved.


    “How will I find you if I need you?” Larry had asked.


    Pasquale chuckled. “If you need me, I’ll find you.”


    And he always did. Like today, when Larry had been thinking he wanted a talk with Pasquale, and he called. Larry had almost come to expect it.


    “Things are heating up,” Larry said to him now. “Miriam’s going to the Planetoid.”


    “Yeah,” Pasquale said. “I know. You want me on her there?”


    Larry thought a minute. “Just keep tabs and let me know what she’s up to. I want to anticipate and prevent any possible hazards on this assignment.”


    “You want me to track Dzarny?” Pasquale asked.


    Larry subdued a moment of irritation. He hadn’t mentioned Dzarny. He hated it when Pasquale showed off that way. “Not yet, but it may become necessary. I’ll let you know.”


    “Maybe,” Pasquale said, “I’ll let you know first. What about the Addams woman?”


    Larry sighed. “Anything you can get would be appreciated,” he said.


    “So long as you show your appreciation with dollars and cents,” Pasquale said, and hung up.


    When he was gone, Larry found that he felt lighter, less anxious. Irritating as he was, Pasquale was even more reassuring than a gun in his pocket.


    Planetoid Three, Zone 12, Toronto Replica City


    When Jaguar returned to the site she found Karena already gathering rocks and Fiore collecting wood with Terez. They were making progress, climbing back into relationship with each other and the world. Terez had no hesitation about reaching over to touch Fiore on the cheek, smiling at her shyly, and Fiore returned the smile. She let them set up for the sweat they’d do later that evening, then gave them lunch. They ate more slowly, tasting their food now.


    “Take a rest,” she said when they were done. “Work on your tans.”


    At this, Karena actually giggled, and Fiore and Terez turned to each other. Fiore, breaking away from Terez’s gaze, looked to Jaguar. “Can we walk?” she whispered.


    It was the first words she’d spoken. Another very good sign. “Not too far,” Jaguar said. “Be back by dusk.”


    Slowly, they rose and wandered in different directions, Terez following Fiore into the woods, Karena raising her face to the sun and heading due south toward a small clearing. Jaguar knew this kind of time was a necessary part of their healing, and she was glad because she had her own thinking to do in the meantime.


    The women returned as they’d been instructed, just at dusk, and Jaguar lit the fire for the sweat. When she chanted the blessing song, Terez joined in, barely audible, but vocal nonetheless.


    Inside the lodge, Jaguar made light empathic contact with all three, and felt the shift in their energy, as if a listing ship began to pull itself right. In Karena, along with this shift, she felt the dark rumblings of a creature long denied voice, and she knew she’d have to take her next. They could start in the morning, and Jaguar had an idea of the best way to work with her.


    As they honored the West, Jaguar opened herself into a howl that would release any toxins she might have absorbed. Quickly, she felt Alex’s thoughts moving inside her.


    Jaguar. You sweat well.


    She paused and adjusted to his presence, which seemed very near, as if he ran a hand down her naked spine.


    Where are you? she asked.


    On the move with Brendan.


    Are you okay?


    A pause in thought. Then, his voice, with an odd, far-away feel to it.


    I can see everything, Jaguar. Everything.


    She felt the brush of a hand against her face as he exited. It was so present she brought her own hand up to her cheek. That was odd, she thought. But she couldn’t attend to it right now. She had three women staring at her in the dark. She returned her focus to them.


    When the four directions had been honored, she led the women to a clearing in the wood and had them raise their arms to the rounding face of the moon.


    Nissa, Nissa, she sang the Seneca words with them. Nissa, Nissa, Gaiwayo.


    Our grandmother. All is well.


    All is well.

  


  
    Chapter 9


    Alex had little specific memory of what happened between night and morning. He remembered the feeling of being on top of the world, a knowledge of how great his own power to save was, and he remembered Brendan watching him, smiling, agreeing with whatever it was he said. He didn’t realize they’d slept on the beach of Lake Ontario until he woke with his face in the sand, Brendan staring down at him, holding out a small white stone.


    “You dropped this,” Brendan said. “You shouldn’t lose it.”


    Alex stared at it. That stone. It had something to do with losing himself. Artemis material. It had to be. He scrambled back to his feet and took a few steps back, drew into himself and re-arranged his own energy. Then he shrugged at Brendan. “You hang onto it,” he said. “I might lose it again.”


    Brendan nodded solemnly, pocketed the stone and stood up. “Are you okay? It can hurt, just at first.”


    Alex frowned. “What can hurt?”


    “Contact. With the Mother. She’s so strong.”


    “Oh. I’m – fine. Did we sleep here?”


    “Of course. We stopped and ate. You made a call. Then we came this far before you were tired.”


    Alex tried to retrieve memory and was vaguely successful. He remembered the cellcom in his hand. Who did he call? He heard a brief blip of male voice. Paul Dinardo. What did he tell him? That they were going and he had to look after Jaguar. He was afraid – did he say that? That he was afraid he’d kill her? Why would he say that? He turned his frown to Brendan, who replied to his unspoken thoughts.


    “Because you know you will,” Brendan said. He looked around, looked up at the sun, which stood at midmorning. “It’s getting late. We need to go.”


    “I should make another call,” Alex said, thinking of Jaguar.


    “I threw your cellcom away,” Brendan said. “You won’t need it anymore.”


    Alex thought briefly about taking him down, right here, right now. He could bring him in and deal with him in the regular Planetoid way.


    Then again, what he was doing was one way the Planetoid dealt with prisoners. And he’d said something about getting near the works. Within his bleariness, Alex felt the tug of Adept space, stronger than he’d ever felt it before, and it told him that was important. He had to find out what it meant, and that meant he had to trail after Brendan for now. He’d be okay, he thought, as long as he stayed away from the stones.


    “I’m ready,” he said, hoping that was true.


    They left the beach and walked on the outskirts of the city, heading toward the rainforest eco-site. Brendan was talkative, asking intelligent questions about environmental issues on the Planetoid, listening intently while Alex explained how they managed things like waste, and erosion and atmosphere.


    “Wait,” Alex said at one point, “Couldn’t we catch a cab? It’s still a few miles and I’m kind of whipped.” He felt drained, as if he’d been taking powerful drugs, and was experiencing the consequent crash.


    Brendan smiled at him sadly, as if he understood. “You’ll get used to it,” he said. “It’s better if you just keeping holding them, though.” He reached into his pocket, presumably for a stone.


    “No,” Alex said quickly. “I’d – rather wait until we get there.”


    Brendan looked disappointed, but removed his hand, empty. “No cabs,” he said. “It’s important that we walk. The Mother wants it.” He waved a hand ahead of them, to the bridge that separated city from outlying areas, crossing the silver surface of a lake outlet. “Let’s stop on the bridge for a bit and rest.”


    They started across the footpath built for pedestrian enjoyment, and at about the halfway point Brendan stopped, looked up and down the bridge, and went to the railing. He leaned his elbows on it. “This is a good spot, isn’t it?”


    “Sure,” Alex said, and leaned his elbows next to Brendan’s.


    The lake at their feet was a mirror for the blue sky over their heads. It was a pretty day. Not too hot or too cold and lots of sun. He looked forward to getting to the rainforest site, and wandering under the canopy of trees, listening to the birdsong. It was so full of life, Alex thought it would surely have a good effect on Brendan, lost in Thanatos and the urge toward death.


    Brendan was silent, giving Alex some time to sort out his thoughts, try to understand what Artemis was doing to them both. If Brendan spoke to the Mother through his small stones, maybe they acted as a transmission and amplification unit, making telepathic signals more accessible, stronger. Beyond that, he knew they’d work on each man individually, just as they did on the women, moving them into their own desires and fears as they mingled with power.


    For him, the power and desire to save was paramount, along with the fear that he wouldn’t be able to. For Brendan, the power of death was most important, maybe along with a desire for it, and a fear that he wouldn’t be able to – to what? To die, or to kill? Either way, they made an interesting match, Alex thought. Of course, the more important question was how he’d be able to manage himself and Brendan while he figured this out.


    Alex was musing on this when a woman walked by, nodded at them. Brendan observed her approach and Alex noticed how the presence of other people barely skimmed the surface of his molecules, while at the same time he was in intense contact with everything around him. He wondered how that worked.


    Brendan stared at - past? through? - the woman, reached into his pocket and pulled out his small white stone. Turned it over again and again in his hand. The world around and inside him began to shift.


    Shit, he thought. Just by being near it? He worked to block, and regained some equilibrium. Better. That was better.


    The woman slowed as she approached them, then stopped and smiled.


    “Nice day,” she said.


    “Nice place to see it,” Brendan agreed.


    She stopped and leaned on the railing next to him. “Good place to find answers, if you got questions.”


    Alex, using all his energy to block, heard her as if she was very far away, or as if he viewed the scene from within a bubble filled with some liquid that rendered him incapable of action. He was not there. He couldn’t move to be anywhere else. He struggled against the feeling, and got nowhere very slowly.


    Smiling broadly, Brendan held out the stone to her. “Pretty, isn’t it?”


    She took the stone, cupped it in her hands. Alex watched as she leaned further and further over the railing.


    No, he thought. She shouldn’t do that.


    He had to stop her, save her. He was responsible for that. But what if he couldn’t? What if he failed? Folded in on himself and didn’t act in time, acted in the wrong way? Maybe it was better to do nothing, try for nothing because anything he did might be the wrong thing. Fear washed through him and held him still. He saw the woman leaning further and further over the railing.


    “No,” he gasped, and willed himself into motion, his hands grabbing at her, holding her, while her body twisted over the railing and dangled high above the water. “No,” he said again, feeling her slip from his hands which were sweaty and felt her heaviness.


    He’d had dreams like this. Bad dreams where he was trying to hold on to someone and they kept slipping away or he grew clumsy and his hand wouldn’t properly work, the thumb and finger forgetting how to grasp and hold.


    “Grab hold of me,” he said desperately, “Grab hold.”


    She smiled up at him. Clutched at his belt. Something ripped. Alex turned and saw Brendan, his hands held out in blessing as she let go and fell down and down. Her body bounced off a footing and disappeared into the water.


    It all happened so softly, Alex could hardly believe it was real.


    “We have to get help. I have to call this in,” he said. He reached for his cellcom, then remembered it was gone. Brendan had thrown it away. He looked up and down the span of the bridge. He’d have to walk back, get help. Do something. He turned on Brendan, who smiled at him beatifically.


    He pulled another stone from his pocket and pushed it into Alex’s empty hand. It happened so fast, Alex didn’t have a second to say no.


    You see how easy it is. How much they want to go. How good they feel when they do it. It’s all good, and you did save her after all because if she didn’t go, what would she have here? Waste and death and pain. Just waste and death and pain.


    You saved her.


    Alex felt a sensation of relief, of release, but his body and his mind struggled against it. Was this what it mean to save someone? No. It wasn’t. Couldn’t be. Maybe to Brendan, but not to him.


    Was it?


    He looked at the stone in his hand, knew that whatever he felt came from this and not himself. He moved his hand and let it drop. The fog lifted, and he blinked over at Brendan.


    “Why?” Brendan asked him.


    “Why what?” Alex asked.


    “Why didn’t you join her?”


    He peered over the side of the bridge. Why didn’t he? He could have. He still could. Brendan’s hand rested on the railing, holding a stone. Turning it over and over. A stone. Hadn’t he given that away? To the woman. The woman Alex could join.


    Why didn’t he join her? What possible reason did he have for staying around?


    Cool clear laughter filled him. Green eyes. Amber skin. The scent of mint in the air. She laughed.


    Alex shook himself. Took a step back.


    “Because,” he said. “I didn’t want to.”


    Brendan bent and picked up the stone Alex had dropped, pressed it back into his hand.


    “You will,” he said. “Let’s go.”


    He walked across the bridge toward the rainforest, and Alex, swimming through fog, followed.


    * * * *


    Miriam tapped her finger against her desk, and considered a few items of business she had to attend to now that she was back on the Planetoid. Most of them she could take care of herself, but there was one she needed some help with, and she new where to get it.


    She turned to her telecom and punched in numbers. When a face appeared on her viewscreen, she smiled.


    “Larry, darling,” she said. “Are you secure?”


    “Always. Are you?”


    She sighed, mildly offended. “How long have we known each other?”


    Too long, she thought even as she asked it. Since they met at one of those idiotic dinners where business people pretend to be philanthropists and give each other awards for taking tax deductions through charity. She’d asked his advice about stocks, and he recommended some. He had no idea she’d be so good at playing the market, end up with so much money under cover of a company he’d helped her invent.


    In fact, she was now a major stockholder in La Femme. And now, here they were, trying for a Planetoid, and he didn’t trust her a bit to share if they got it. Not one little bit. Nor should he, she thought.


    “It’s been some time, Miriam,” Larry said neutrally.


    “Then you know I’m secure. Listen. You said call if I need anything, and I do. Remember that conversation we taped, talking about Artemis and me saying we could never put a plant on the Planetoid?”


    They’d made a few tapes like that, anticipating their usefulness in maintaining the illusion of Miriam’s opposition to Artemis.


    “I remember,” he said.


    “Put a date on one. For tonight, between nine and ten. Okay, love?”


    When he opened his mouth to ask why, she held up a finger and wiggled it back and forth.


    “Let it be a pleasant surprise,” she said, emphasizing the word pleasant. She flashed him a smile, the one that said she was a warm and loving woman who took care of her man. Sometimes he thought she actually believed her own bullshit.


    “Take care of it right away, will you? It’s important. We’ll be in touch,” she said, and signed off.


    When Larry’s face disappeared from the screen, Miriam sat at her desk, smiling. She enjoyed her interactions with Larry. He was good in bed, and he had the kind of wealth that creates power as well as material comfort. Sometimes he lacked vision, but she had enough for both of them.


    She reached into her desk for one of the stones she kept there.


    There were many Artemis compounds, each with its own properties, uses, and hazards, but she liked the moonstones best. They were the heart of the moon, she thought, and had all the same qualities as that body of cool light. They cleared the mind, made night vision possible, and increased the strength of women who knew how to bear big power without collapsing. Women like her.


    She smoothed the stone in her hand and relaxed her mind, relaxed her breathing. She learned early on that to go into this tensely was painful, and gave her headaches. But if she simply breathed in the Artemis, let the energy of it flow into her, then she could see things she never thought possible, know more than she ever knew before.


    It made her laugh when Larry questioned her capacity to handle Alex. Of course she could handle him, just as she could handle Brendan, or any man. Men were such silly creatures, relying on foolish structures like logic and administrative flow charts because they lacked the capacity for complex thinking. She could dance rings around them, with or without the moonstones, though they certainly helped, making it oh so easy to be in the minds of those she needed to control. They would serve her well in her goals, which were as clear as her vision.


    She would own her very own world. She would exploit it and run it.


    The clarity of that vision was the gift of Artemis, available for her use but not for Larry, or Alex, or any man.


    Of course, the gift wasn’t for every woman, either. That Addams woman, for instance, wanted to keep anyone from having the kind of skills she had. But Miriam wouldn’t be held back. She knew what her plans were with Karena, and how to use them to suit better ends. Jaguar, she thought, was as foolish as any man.


    Miriam caressed the smooth piece of the moon in her hand, and it amused her to think that her plan, better than any Jaguar could imagine, would almost literally be killing two birds with one stone.


    * * * *


    The next day, Jaguar left Terez and Fiore in the forest, with instructions to go nowhere beyond their camp circle. Their craving for punishment was stronger than any restraint she might apply. They seemed impatient, as if death was tardy, but they were prepared to believe that part of the punishment was the waiting. They settled into themselves like two more trees in the forest, and were silent.


    Jaguar dressed herself and Karena, and they walked the two miles of woods between the camp and her vehicle. As they drove, Jaguar saw Karena’s face close into a pinched ball of tension, and she winced whenever another vehicle passed them on the road, or when wings flew too low over their heads.


    “Nervous?” she asked.


    Karena bit at her lip, hands working hard in her lap.


    She would be the hardest of the three women to work with, Jaguar thought. Terez and Fiore had a depth of character, but Karena had very little in the way of internal resources to guide her to self-knowledge.


    “What are you afraid of?” she asked.


    Karena took a deep breath. “That it will hurt,” she gasped out, then lapsed into silence.


    “Don’t worry,” Jaguar said. “I never heard of shopping being that painful.”


    When Jaguar pulled into the parking lot of a mall Karena sat there, staring dumbly ahead.


    “What’s wrong?” Jaguar asked. “You love to shop. You’re always just a little - hungry. Aren’t you? Or, maybe not hungry so much as ready to consume, regardless.”


    Karena made a small noise inside her throat. Jaguar laughed.


    “I’m giving you what you say you want,” she said, “but you despise yourself for wanting it. Unfortunately, I think that condition pre-existed your crime by many years. Get out of the car, and let’s go.”


    She pulled her up by the arm and Karena allowed herself to be led across the lot, through the mall entrance, and into the first department store. They were in the lingerie department, and Karena turned to a red silk nightgown, burying her face in it and moaning. Jaguar rifled through a belt pack and pulled out a card.


    “Work the plastic, girl,” she said, tapping her on the shoulder with it. “I’m right behind you.”


    Karena released the nightgown, touched the card with the tip of her finger, then brought it to her mouth. A giggle bubbled out from between her fingers.


    “Go on,” Jaguar said, pushing the card at her. “Knock yourself out.”


    With a swift tug she grabbed the card and turned focused eyes to the racks of clothes around them.


    Jaguar trailed after her from rack to dressing room, dressing room to checkout, as she piled up clothes. Karena paid, and Jaguar was glad this was a reimbursable expense. Then, clutching her purchases to her, they went into the mall, where they combed the shelves and racks of every store, Karena’s eyes focused as a hawk’s when it sees prey. Shoes and scarves, nailpolish and pantyhose, face creams and underwear and strange little hairpieces and a hat and makeup. What she wanted seemed as endless as what was available for purchase.


    While they walked from one store to the next, Jaguar saw, in her peripheral vision, a newscom rolling the days events across the screen. Someone had witnessed a jumper go off the bridge between the city and the eco-sites. No body had been recovered yet. That was bad, she thought. Connected? She hoped not. This case didn’t need any further complication.


    She looked back to the store she’d just exited - an accessory store, where Karena fondled sunglasses and cheap jewelry and belts and gloves. She moved back toward the store, then stopped abruptly and stood very still.


    One of the Board governors was in the store with Karena. Miriam Whitehall. She looked casually at a pair of sunglasses Jaguar knew she’d never buy. They didn’t cost enough by half, and Miriam always wore the best of everything. She put them back, and turned to Karena, put a hand on her shoulder. Karena startled, turned around, and took a step back. Miriam placed a hand on hers. She was saying something. Jaguar couldn’t tell what.


    She walked quickly back to the store and got there just in time to block Miriam’s exit. She stood with her hands on her hips and her legs wide. “Hello, Miriam,” she said. “What brings you here?”


    Miriam smiled. “Shopping,” she said. “And you?”


    “The same,” Jaguar replied.


    Miriam nodded at Miriam. “With a friend?”


    “Sure,” Jaguar said.


    “You have interesting friends.”


    “So I’m told.”


    They stood facing each other. Jaguar would be damned if she’d move first.


    “Well,” Miriam said, a split second before the silence grew too tense, “I’d better go. Reports to file and so on.”


    She took a step to one side and Jaguar got out of her way. Before she turned away, Miram gave Jaguar one more smile. “Give Alex my love, will you?” she said. Then she made her way across the mall.


    “He won’t want it,” Jaguar said mildly to her retreating back. She went into the store and grabbed Karena’s elbow, leading her out. “C’mon,” she said. “Time to go.”


    She led her to a bench and sat her on it, commanding her, doglike, to stay. She got out her cellcom and punched in Rachel’s number. She didn’t waste time with amenities.


    “Anything from Alex?” she asked.


    “Nothing.”


    “How about our various research projects?”


    “Not too much. Hang on and I’ll bring it up.”


    Jaguar looked at her prisoner, who sat blissfully clutching her bags, oblivious to anything beyond them.


    Rachel returned to Jaguar’s screen. “On who could delete my files, or Alex’s,” she said, “the answer is any governor. Without notice. A supervisor can do the same but they need permission from a governor.”


    “So it’s a governor,” Jaguar said.


    “Looks like it. And I bet you’re next question is which governor, but I can’t answer that yet.”


    “Okay. Keep working on it. Anything new on Barone?”


    “He owns nothing up here yet, and he’s met all the governors at one point or another. He has regular correspondence with some of them – Shafritz, Malor. Those two are the highest counts of calls. Less with Miriam Whitehall and Paul Dinardo.”


    “Check on Miriam,” Jaguar said. “For any connection, however remote.”


    “Any particular reason?” Rachel asked.


    “I don’t like her taste in sunglasses,” Jaguar answered.


    “Whatever you say,” Rachel agreed, and signed off.


    Jaguar turned back to Karena. “Fun’s over,” she said, taking her arm. “We’ve got work to do.”


    * * * *


    As they left the mall, Karena was still lost in the ecstasy of purchase. She crossed the parking lot with her head ducked down, clutching her bags as if they might escape before she got to the car.


    Jaguar, clipping along beside her, grabbed her elbow. “Wait,” she said.


    Karena stopped and twisted her head around to face Jaguar.


    “Look,” she said, pointing skyward. “It’s the moon. She changes everything she touches, and she touches everything.”


    Karena lifted her head to the moon, a little past full. Her ruddy cheeks caught the light, reflecting it back across the surface of skin cells, the whites of her eyes. She opened her lips and a hiss of breath escaped them like steam forced out of a tightly closed pot. The muscles around her eyes tensed and she pulled back, lowered her head as if burned.


    “She calls us back to ourselves,” Jaguar said, her voice low and intent. “To the place we can’t escape.”


    A sound like a rumbling started low in Karena’s belly and worked its way up. Jaguar smiled at her. “She makes us face our desire.”


    Jaguar stepped back as Karena’s rumbling fury reached the zenith of a piercing shriek and became motion as she flailed her arms, bags waving like clumsy wings. She ripped at them with her nails and her teeth as she tried to shed them, her strangled voice going from scream to a series of yips coughed up like old hiccups, leftover from a party she couldn’t remember much about. People leaving the mall stopped to stare, and Jaguar saw a few, obviously workers in the prison system, who had their hands on belt sensors, ready to call in trouble.


    She ignored them, and let Karena whirl her way through her rage. When all her packages lay like dismembered bodies in the lot, Jaguar put a hand on her heaving shoulder, and pressed her other hand against her forehead.


    See who you are, she whispered into her. Be what you see.


    The poverty of abundance. Jaguar felt it moving in her. She used getting as a substitute for doing and being. Like eating when you’re lonely. Fucking when you’re afraid. It was the wrong material, and so it was never enough. She gorged herself, then was enraged because she was still hungry. It moved in and through her, and under it was the something else she wanted, wild and without encumbrances, empty and light enough to fly.


    Yes, Jaguar said into her. Don’t be afraid of it. It’s what you want. Who you are. It will hold you.


    Karena whimpered and crumpled to her knees. Jaguar wanted to push, knowing the sooner she cleared Karena, the faster she’d find out about Brendan Farley, but she also knew the dangers of rushing a prisoner into a healing they weren’t ready for. She stepped back and gave her space, watching as she crouched on the ground, holding her hands in a cup in front of her, crooning into them as if they contained something precious.


    Was she holding something? One last precious purchase she wouldn’t relinquish? Jaguar saw moonlight glint off the surface of it.


    She took a step toward her, then stopped.


    “Karena,” she asked, “what’s in your hand?”


    Karena didn’t lift her head. Jaguar took another step forward, and when she was close enough to spit on her, squatted down in front of her, reached over, felt her hand close on something smooth and cool, and took it from her prisoner.


    She held it up to the moonlight and watched it glow. A stone. Smooth and grey and glowing in the moonlight. Crystal in the tightness of its molecules, but ordinary in its color and shape.


    Unexpectedly, the coiled wind of empathic space engulfed her.


    Kill her before she kills you.


    Jaguar gasped, looked at Karena, who lifted a face that had become a mask of rage, pulled her hand back and slammed it into the side of Jaguar’s head.


    Jaguar went down and caught the cement with the side of her jaw. That would hurt like hell pretty soon, she thought, and hoped she didn’t break anything. The stone flew from her hand. Karena screamed in rage and lunged for her. Voices spoke to Jaguar.


    Kill her before she kills you. She’s going to kill you be careful.


    She blinked, looked up, saw Karena lunging toward her. Saw that she had - a gun? Where did she get that? A gun?


    Jaguar pressed the button at her wrist that released the knife she kept up her sleeve.


    She meant only to slash her arm, make her drop the gun, but Karena reached her, fell on her, and there was blood everywhere. Blood sprayed across her face, the face of the moon, her prisoner. Blood, everywhere.


    Saw Karena falling. Falling again and again. Heard voices. Someone in the parking lot screaming. Saw Karena fall and then land with a sickening thud like the sound of punching into a pillow, like the sound of a blade hitting bone under flesh.


    Saw that she was on the ground, Karena on top of her, pinioned by her blade, her eyes staring death into the full of the moon.


    The darkness unfolded, and she blinked, lifted her face and looked around. A crowd had gathered. Cellcoms were being used.


    Jaguar lay her head back down on the cement and waited for what would come next.


    * * * *


    Those who patrolled the city streets of Planetoid Three’s replica cities had a fairly easy job of it. Their most demanding task was making sure they didn’t inadvertently interrupt a Teacher’s program, mistaking it for a real crime. Usually, they were kept well enough informed of the running programs to avoid this, but once in awhile, a Teacher would take on an action that couldn’t be predicted far enough in advance to warn the police.


    For that reason, Officer Bailah took time to observe the body that lay washed up on the shore broken and bloody at the bottom of the bridge which crossed the bay outlet just outside of the Toronto Replica city limits. He couldn’t be sure if it was a plant from a program right away, so instead of investigating, he called it in and waited for backup, confirmation that this was indeed a real body, really dead.


    When the coordinating offices confirmed that this was, in all likelihood, the case, he picked his way toward her, and knelt next to the body of a young woman who lay on her back, staring into eternity. Clutching something in her hand.


    The officer wrapped his hand in a handkerchief and carefully pulled the something away from her. Held it up and looked at it.


    It was an ID tag, ripped off a belt he supposed. And it belonged to someone he happened to know. Someone he’d worked with before. Someone he couldn’t believe would have anything to do with anything like this.


    It belonged to Supervisor Alex Dzarny.

  


  
    Chapter 10


    Color flitted from tree to tree, accompanied by the sound of song. Explosions of yellow. Blue flying sapphires amid the deep emerald canopy above them, and now and then a shot of blood red flung through the air, singing about beauty because that’s what they understood best.


    Brendan and Alex were in the tropical rainforest, and there were birds everywhere.


    Alex breathed in deeply of the smell of heat and humidity, leaf and rot and growth. It was a good place. He liked it here.


    Brendan wrinkled his nose. “What’s that smell?”


    “Life,” Alex said. “There’s a lot of it going around here.”


    “I don’t like it,” Brendan said. “It’s too active.”


    Right, Alex thought. Thanatos drive. He sat down next to him on the side of a small hill. Listened to the edge of his energy field, and felt how forcefully it sucked inward, into that spiral of suicide that would get you at the pit of your stomach if you weren’t careful. It made you understand the relief of death, how it solved all problems and made all pain cease. It was a compelling force, seductive as sex, which was its opposite and its partner. Eros and Thanatos. Two sides of the same coin.


    He’d dealt with suicidal prisoners before, and knew their presence shifted the way the world looked, but he’d never felt anything as powerful as he did with Brendan, as if despair had been boiled down into its elemental form, a vapor that permeated his whole system. Alex knew it wasn’t his own despair, but it turned him to stone. Stone like the stones Brendan carried. Like the one he found with Nance. As it had on the bridge when he couldn’t pull the woman up. Couldn’t save her. Almost went over the side with her.


    And instead of calling that in, instead of bringing Brendan in, he was here. He still wasn’t sure why. Sometimes the Adept space moved him physically in ways he wouldn’t take on his own, so it could be that. Or it could be the stones, and his inability to resist them. He sincerely hoped it was the former.


    “We could go elsewhere,” Alex said. “There’s an arid eco-site. Pretty sparse landscape.”


    Brendan shook his head. “I don’t think it’s close enough. This is - well, I think it’s what the Mother wants. Those birds make a lot of noise, though.”


    Alex laughed. “I thought you were an environmentalist. This is the environment. With birds and plants.”


    “Other people called me that,” Brendan said. “It’s not what I am.”


    “I see,” Alex said. “What are you then?”


    “Nothing,” Brendan said. “Like everyone else. Like you.”


    Alex turned away from the bait. “Now that I think about it, you couldn’t be an environmentalist if you worked for La Femme. So maybe you’re an anti-environmentalist?”


    Brendan peered out somewhere far away from Alex. “I worked to make it stop. It all has to stop. You know, of course, they’re destroying the world.”


    “La Femme?” Alex asked.


    “Women,” Brendan replied.


    Alex frowned. “Pardon?”


    “Women,” Brendan repeated. “You know. Men get blamed for raping the earth, but women want us to have babies and homes and all those things that damage the planet. Not that they can help it. It’s their nature. Virulent, as opposed to virile. Or, you might say virulent, so we’ll be virile and they can have their babies and their sex and love and - you know.”


    He turned his pale eyes to Alex. “It’s about life. They insist on it. And it has to stop.”


    Alex held his gaze. There was slowness gathered here like dreams when your legs won’t move though you have to move. A thick hopeless absence of motion because what was the point of motion anyway. This, he knew, was not Adept space. Not at all. He averted his gaze and took a step back.


    “Women,” he repeated, staying neutral.


    “Women,” Farley echoed. “They ruin everything. And I wanted them. All the time. I’ve had a lot of them, too. In college I had twins - Maria and Dolores. They were so succulent, it made my mouth water. They thought I was a stud because I was in geology. Outdoors a lot and so on. I thought I was a stud, too. Then I found out there’s really only two things you can do with my degree - manufacturing and mining, or insurance. Unless you get a research grant, which I didn’t have a chance in hell of getting. You had to know the right people for that, and I didn’t know anybody except Maria and Dolores. I went for insurance because they were supposed to be doing something valuable, but - well, you know what they were after.” He waved a hand toward the sky.


    “Actually,” Alex said, “I don’t know.


    Brendan regarded him with suspicion. “You don’t?”


    Alex shook his head. “I’ve been busy here.”


    “Oh,” Brendan said. “Of course. Well, they made it a lot easier to poison the earth. Provided a cushion for the industrialists, so they didn’t have to be responsible for their stupidity. Just pay someone else to do a half-ass job, and make it all look good for the press. You remember the Holton disaster?”


    Alex did. Holton dealt with nuclear waste disposal left over from the closed nuclear power plants. They repainted the barrels to hide what they contained, then left them in the basement of a school abandoned during the Serials. They remained hidden for a year after the children returned to the school, and nobody could figure out why they were getting sick and dying until a janitor discovered the leaky barrels. The parents and the town got about $56 million for the cleanup, but insurance paid Holton twice that. After costs, they made a $5 million profit on the whole mess. And the kids were still dead.


    “Assured paid for that,” Brendan said. “They lobbied for new pesticides, too. I read the memos about it in their files. That’s when I left and went into cosmetics research. I thought I’d be more pure somehow, because I still thought women were pure.”


    He shivered, whether from revulsion or fear Alex couldn’t tell. He pulled a stone from his pocket and turned it over and over. “Then I began to understand. It’s the women who make us what we are. We wouldn’t need nuclear energy if they didn’t have to be beautiful with their blow dryers and their hair dyes and nail polish. Their hair is always like silk. And the smell of them, everything they do. It’s all meant to keep us breeding, keep the machine producing, the vermin multiplying. I loathed myself for wanting them.”


    Desire, and fear. Fear of desire. That was all he had, but it was a lot.


    “Y’know,” Alex pointed out, “not all sex leads to procreation. In fact, most of it doesn’t, and the population is at zero growth right now, so I’m not sure if your self-loathing is justified.” He knew reason wouldn’t touch Brendan’s complex emotional core, but he wanted to see what response it drew. That would tell him more about the structure of the beast in him, maybe show him how to start dismantling it.


    “Sex,” Brendan replied pointedly, “leads to all manner of hell, whether we’re procreating or not. Possessiveness, the urge to dominate and own and - and consume. We consume what we desire, and we’re consumed by it. And if we’re going to keep selling cosmetics and blow dryers and big houses and fancy wings, we need sex to be uppermost in our minds. Sex sells, so sell sex. It’s the new opiate of the people, since religion went west.”


    Alex listened hard, trying to understand beyond his words. His age placed him as too young to remember the Killing Times, so he was a child of the storm, subject to the told memories of an event he could never deal with directly since he hadn’t directly experienced it. He’d only known the fears of his parents and elders - and they never named it for him properly, so it seeped into his psyche and he had to build one for it. His exposure to Artemis had amplified his burden of free-floating despair, his Thanatos syndrome driving him to explode pesticide bombs in malls. It also gave him the power to make others live out his death wish for him.


    Rehabbing him would actually be an easy program, if he could get the Artemis out of the way.


    “So you left cosmetics,” Alex said. “And started poisoning people in malls instead.”


    Brendan stopped playing with the stone. Turned a hard stare on Alex. “What’s it to you?” he asked.


    “Nothing much,” Alex said. “Just seems like you might have tried some other moves first. Celibacy, maybe, if sex bothered you that much.”


    Brendan shook his head. “I couldn’t do it. I was too weak. No matter what I did, I wanted them. You know how that is, don’t you?”


    He tossed the stone up and down, rubbed it thoughtfully. Alex could feel the temper and measure of his need for and terror of women, how he turned desire inside out and saw death as the only way to stop it. Yes, this was simple. It could be cleared. How strange of Jaguar to be so afraid for him.


    “Sometimes I wanted a woman so bad, I was afraid of what I’d do to her if I had her,” he said. “You know that feeling, too, don’t you?”


    Brendan stared at him, his fear moving out to find Alex and take up residence in him. His desire for Jaguar, so strong he wasn’t sure if it would consume her, or consume him. But no. That was different. That wasn’t his. Wasn’t hers. It belonged to Brendan.


    “No,” Alex said. “No.”


    He watched Brendan turn the stone over and over in his hand, saw the way it absorbed then gave off light, as if it swallowed pieces of the sun and then returned them, soft and glowing, to the world. Small moons, he thought. He leaned toward Brendan and touched his hand lightly.


    “What are they made of?” he asked. His words were thick and slow. He wasn’t sure what they were attached to. No, something said in him. No.


    “A gift,” Brendan said, “from The Mother.”


    He held it out toward Alex, who saw his own hand reach for it. His hand, slow and thoughtful, reaching for what he wanted. What he wanted.


    Haven’t you ever wanted a woman so bad you were afraid?


    “No,” he said out loud, hearing his words tempered by their motion through air.


    That you would hold her so tight she’d be crushed. Hold her so tight because you’re angry at her for making you want her enough to crush her, angry at her for making you want her, for tormenting you with desire. You want to save her from herself, and she won’t let you. So you hate her instead and wish you could crush her, and it would be over.


    No, Alex thought. No.


    He wanted to say this out loud, but his mouth wouldn’t move fast enough to make the words. Brendan tossed the stone up and down, and the motion made soft trails of light around his hand. Alex watched, saying no to something. To what? Something.


    The stone slipped from Brendan’s hand, onto his lap, and from there to the ground near his feet. He took his glasses off, rubbed at them with his sleeve. Alex watched from a slow place.


    “Humans are incapable of anything beyond greed. We’re so greedy, we don’t even protect our self-interest.”


    Yes, Alex thought. He’s right. That’s why we say we’ll exploit the resources of the moon. That’s why he had to fight the Board on using the Planetoid. It was greed. But the moon was so beautiful, so full of richness, how could they be blamed for wanting it? He could feel her pull even now, though she hadn’t risen yet, in all her richness and resources.


    “The women taught me that. All the women. But The Mother will take care of them.”


    The Mother. Yes. She would take care of it. Alex seemed to know about her suddenly, as if he’d learned it from Brendan’s mind though he hadn’t made empathic contact with him. Had he? Or were they in constant contact, as if they were the same man, maybe all men represented by just the two of them sitting here in the rainforest trying to save The Mother from destruction. The last two good men willing to die and kill for The Mother.


    “The Mother,” Alex heard himself say as if some part of his brain was working without him, “The Mother is a woman.” His voice sounded sluggish and distant. Confused. “The Mother is a woman,” he said again, this time with more certainty, as if he’d said something very important.


    Brendan’s face grew tight. “Listen to yourself,” he said angrily, “That’s all you can think of. She’s a woman. Something for you to own and fuck and consume. You would, too. Any man would, because they make us want them. They make us fuck them and fuck them until we die from it. Then they blame us, twist it all around so it’s our fault. But they’re to blame, with their soft skin and their silky hair and their big eyes.”


    Alex shook his head. No, he thought. No. Something wasn’t making any sense. Or maybe it was. Something was making sense. Ultimate sense. If only he could get unstuck from this slow place, this place where sound and thought were so thick and heavy.


    “The Mother is a woman. Doesn’t she do that, too?” he asked, careful to make sure words emerged when he moved his lips which had gone thick and numb.


    Brendan turned on him and put his face very close so that Alex could see into his eyes, like looking through fog into an abyss. “You know what she is,” he hissed. “You know what she’ll do. Make it so we never want them again.”


    Never want them again, Alex thought. When he tried to say the words he found he couldn’t really speak any longer.


    Brendan grabbed his shoulders urgently and shook them hard. “You know how it has to be. We have to bring the Mother back, so we won’t have to feel this way anymore.”


    Not feel this way anymore, Alex thought. The appeal of death was that it wiped out the pain of desire. The desire for pain. Brendan was right. Desire was painful, and what did he have to look forward to except his continuing desire with no satisfaction, and didn’t she encourage that? She wouldn’t change herself, so he had to bear the burden of desire, painful, and constant. They give it to us, and use it against us, Alex heard Brendan say.


    “You’d like to see an end to it, wouldn’t you?” Brendan said. He moved his hand across the plane of the horizon as if sweeping it clean. “Get rid of it. Make it all go away. Make it clean, for the Mother.”


    Alex saw what Brendan saw. A planet cleared of human activity, of human presence and life. It was clean and bright and harmonious, following its own rhythms.


    “How?” he heard himself asking. “How?”


    “Kill them,” Brendan said. “The women. They’re the only link left.”


    Link to what, Alex wondered. He looked at Brendan, asking without words, and Brendan heard.


    “To life. The link to life,” he said. “And they torment us with it.”


    Brendan held the stone out to him, and Alex almost touched it. Kept a finger moving toward it, but slowly, very slowly like the turning moon.


    There’s a way to stop it.


    Yes. There was. He could see that. A way out. A way that worked.


    If she was dead.


    If she was dead.


    Alex felt searing pain course up his arm, run toward his heart as if someone had stuck a hot needle into a nerve. He jerked away from Brendan, stumbled to his feet and fell back onto the ground, his hands finding cool damp earth, his lungs seeking air, pulling it in hard.


    The fog cleared from around him, and he sat in a clear space, feeling his feelings.


    “Shit,” he said through clenched teeth. “Dammit, that hurt.”


    Brendan put the stone back in his pocket and smiled knowingly. “I was like that at first, too,” Brendan said, “Afraid. But you’ll see. There are answers. You didn’t think there were, but there are.”


    And Alex thought he was beginning to understand some of them already.


    * * * *


    Jaguar sat at the gleaming black conference table with her hands folded in her lap, wearing her best grey silk pantsuit, hair neatly braided, only one silver and obsidian earring in her left ear, the tip of her glass knife tucked well up her sleeve. She’d had to replace the one the cops took from her last night while she made her statement and answered questions. Then, this morning, she was called to this meeting with a bunch of Board governors. That didn’t look good.


    Sometimes prisoners died in the course of their program, and usually after the Teacher involved wrote up a report they heard no more about it until they received formal notice that further investigation had proven them innocent of any wrongdoing.


    She wasn’t sure why she’d been called in to this meeting, but she did know two things: she couldn’t find Alex, and none of the Board governors who shared the room with her were willing to make eye contact with her. Neither event boded well.


    George Shafritz whispered in low tones to Hira Shilo. Miriam Whitehall read her files. Frank Goodall leaned back in his chair and hummed tunelessly at the ceiling, drank from his glass of water. They regarded her not at all, as if she was the body at a funeral, just an object to talk around before they got on with the more important business they had with each other, the still living.


    The door to the room opened and Paul Dinardo, Board governor for her zone, entered. He cast a quick look her way, then averted his eyes as he found his seat and mumbled an apology for his lateness. Once he was seated, he pulled her file from his briefcase, tugged at his tie, and gathered in the others with his eyes.


    “Review meeting come to order,” he said. Silence made its way around the table.


    She noticed he continued to look at his file rather than at her. She noticed the small muscles in his jaw were working hard.


    “Dr. Addams,” he said, “This is your account of the prisoner death dated 5/19, and all present have reviewed it. Is there anything you want to add to it at this time?”


    “No,” she said. “It’s all there.”


    Miriam leaned across the table toward her and said in silky tones, “We understand how difficult this sort of event is, Dr. Addams, and I’m sure you understand that our verification process must be complete and accurate. Since your report contained the briefest of paragraphs, Paul thought it might be good for us to have a fuller account.”


    She blinked in surprise, then turned full face to Miriam. For one split end of time, she allowed herself to dip into Miriam’s eyes, feel the triumph that rested behind them. Before Miriam could respond in anger or fear, she pulled back.


    “There’s no fuller account than the one in my report,” she said.


    “Then could you repeat it for us, please?” Paul Dinardo asked. He was being polite. Formal. The worst possible sign of all.


    “All of it?”


    He looked to the other governors. “Just from the parking lot,” Miriam suggested.


    Jaguar sighed. She’d told it about five times last night, then wrote it down, so she supposed she had it memorized by now. “I was engaged in part of the prisoner’s program in a parking lot outside Scarborough Mall, when she became violent and hit me. I fell to the ground, and the prisoner produced a weapon and threatened me with it. I told her to put it down, and she didn’t comply. I showed her my weapon – a knife – and she lunged at me, either falling on it or throwing herself on it. She was fatally wounded.”


    She waited. Saw Paul’s face. Miriam’s face. The glances they exchanged.


    “Dr. Addams, what happened to the prisoner’s weapon?”


    “Happened?”


    “Where did it go?”


    She tilted her head at him inquisitively. “I suppose one of the guys from the cop shop picked it up after I went to the hospital with Karena.”


    “After a careful search, no weapon was found. And where did your prisoner get a gun?” George Shafritz asked.


    “I don’t know,” Jaguar said. She kept her face toward him. “Perhaps someone gave it to her in the mall.”


    Miriam nodded as if she was satisfied. Jaguar had put her interaction with Miriam in her report, so she must be aware of it.


    Hira shifted in her seat. “Are you suggesting anyone in particular?” she asked.


    “No,” Jaguar said. The governors waited for elaboration. None came.


    Hira raised her eyebrows at Miriam, who let a smile twitch across her lips. She transferred the smile to Shafritz, who passed it on to Frank Goodall, who tried unsuccessfully to relay it to Paul Dinardo. He sat with his head turned down toward his file, looking grim.


    “Dr. Addams,” Goodall said, “your statement includes report of a meeting with Governor Whitehall at the mall. Are you in any way suggesting she gave your prisoner a gun?”


    “No,” Jaguar said again. Again they waited for elaboration. Again she didn’t oblige.


    Hira Shilo laughed nervously. “Then, what are we doing here?” she asked the others. “I mean, really. Our decision’s been rendered based on the report. There’s clearly nothing to add to it, and I do have a lunch appointment.” The others murmured, consulted expensive watches.


    Paul Dinardo’s head jerked up and turned in Miriam’s direction. “Why don’t you just tell her what you told me, Miriam,” he said.


    Miriam turned her hand over. “If you really think it’s important, Paul.”


    “I do.”


    She faced Jaguar. “You claim to have seen me at the mall, but at the hour in question, I was in a telecom conference with a business associate. The conference lasted an hour, and took place at the Governor’s Inn. There’s a record of it.”


    Of course, Jaguar thought. No gun was found. Miriam was not at the scene. Alex had disappeared.


    “Records are very easy to falsify,” she said, a statement rather than a challenge.


    “But CEOs are not bought cheaply, and I’m not yet rich enough to buy off the perjured testimony of Lawrence Barone.”


    Murmurs went around the table. Jaguar felt her skin grow cold. Barone. Jesus. She was in very big trouble, and so was Alex.


    “Do you mind telling me what you were talking about?” Jaguar asked.


    “Not at all. We were discussing his recent request to have Planetoid Three used as a base for a Lunar material processing plant, when the moratorium is lifted. I was explaining why I couldn’t support his request.”


    Jaguar looked around the table and noted the reactions of the other governors. Shafritz shook his head while Malor whispered something in his ear. Jaguar heard the words, ‘talk about it later, Talek.’ Paul looked blank. Hira’s face was creased with concentration, as if she was trying to untangle a fine chain necklace and not succeeding. Miriam smiled.


    Jaguar did something she’d never done before. She made empathic contact without permission, in a public setting.


    She turned her sea-eyes toward the nearest governor, Shafritz, and took a look inside. Not too far. Just enough to let him know who was walking around in his head. He gasped and went blank. She moved on to Hira, who winced. She took a stab at Goodall, who shook his head. One by one, as she left them, they pressed hands to their temples, not sure what, if anything, had just happened. Then she got to Miriam, who held her gaze and returned it.


    Jaguar let her thoughts enter without the courtesy she should take in these matters. The entry was so easy, she thought for a moment she’d found another empath in the room, but realized quickly she was wrong.


    Miriam was no empath, but she’d been absorbing Artemis. Jaguar was now familiar with the difference in feel between the two. She didn’t stick around to explore, as the other governor’s were beginning to squirm, afraid of her, all of them, afraid of her eyes.


    She stayed just long enough to say her piece.


    You won’t get away with this.


    And she heard Miriam’s laughter. Miriam’s response.


    I already have.


    Jaguar pulled away, and lifted her eyes to directly meet Paul’s. “What the hell is this?” she hissed at him.


    “That’s what we’d like to know,” Shafritz declared, standing and pointing a finger at her. “You – you’re doing something and you have no right. No right at all.”


    Miriam, at his left, put a hand on his arm. “Now, George. It’s all right. Sit down.”


    “Do like the lady says,” Paul agreed. “We don’t need to make this into a circus.” He turned to Jaguar. “Do we?”


    “I’d rather have a circus than a gangbang,” Jaguar replied.


    At least she had the pleasure of watching Paul fail to rein himself in. “It’s an incident review meeting, Addams,” he snapped. “I called it to give you a chance to clear your ass and avoid suspension pending further investigation. So far, you haven’t used it very well.” He looked around at the others, and they nodded as if saying yes to a question someone had asked.


    “Yeah,” Paul said to them. “That’s what I thought.” He turned to her. “Dr. Addams, you’ve got a temporary suspension of duty, while this is investigated further. If there’s no more questions, the meeting’s closed.”


    Paul slapped his file folder shut. The others followed suit, and began to rise. Apparently it was all over.


    “Wait a minute,” Jaguar said. “I have questions. Isn’t it protocol for me to ask my questions?”


    Paul looked from Jaguar to Miriam. “Actually, it is,” he told Miriam.


    She turned to Jaguar. “Don’t worry. Your pay will continue during the investigation.”


    “That wasn’t my question,” she said, and turned to Paul. “What’s my Supervisor got to say about this?”


    The small muscles in Paul’s jaw twitched harder. Before he could answer, Miriam intervened, saying, “Your supervisor is unavailable for comment, Dr. Addams.”


    Paul jerked his face around to look at Miriam. In a barely perceptible movement, she turned her head left and right to indicate a negative. Don’t say anything, she was telling Paul.


    “She’s got a right to know,” Paul said. “Besides, we can’t hide it for very long.”


    “Hide what?”


    Paul looked at her hard. “Alex disappeared with a prisoner. And a body’s been discovered. A woman who went off a bridge. There’s evidence he had something to do with the death.”


    “But,” Jaguar protested. “That can’t be. He’s – he said -”


    “He said nothing,” Paul cut in. His face looked desperate for her silence. Shut the hell up for once, he was almost screaming. And he looked scared.


    “Paul, that’s ridiculous and you know it,” she said anyway.


    Miriam broke in. “There’s a warrant out for his arrest on a murder charge. He’s considered armed and dangerous, and orders are to take no chances in bringing him in.”


    “Alex doesn’t carry a weapon,” Jaguar said.


    “With his training, his hands are considered lethal.”


    Jaguar couldn’t stop herself. She smiled. “That’s not what I’d call them,” she said.


    Miriam’s face tightened, and worked hard to smooth itself out. Jaguar remembered seeing her at some official Planetoid function Alex made her attend. She continuously swirled herself in Alex’s direction, while he continuously turned her away like a curtain that kept blowing in his face. She’d looked daggers at Jaguar when Alex led her onto the dance floor.


    She wasn’t accustomed to rejection. With her smooth social skills, her good manners and good looks, everyone liked her. Everyone except Alex.


    Jaguar lifted a hand up, let it fall, nonchalant. “Really, Miriam. Just because he wouldn’t fuck you, that’s no reason to have him gunned down.”


    There was bluster in the room that ended with Paul utterly relinquishing his precarious hold on formality, “For Chrissake, Addams – that’s out of line,” he shouted over the bluster. “Put a freaking lid on it, will you?”


    Miriam’s voice carried the tone of a righteous martyr when she silenced him. “No, Paul. Let her talk. It’s meaningless, and as you said, she has the right.”


    “Then I’ll clarify,” Jaguar said, turning her focus directly on Miriam, piercing her with all she knew.


    You grew up poor, then lost what little you had during the Serials. No family, no home, no money. Now you think being rich and powerful will stop your fear. But it won’t because what you really want is to know you’re loved. And you’ll never know that from Alex, no matter what you do to him.”


    Miriam’s face went white. “How dare you,” she said, speaking through clenched teeth.


    Jaguar laughed, and also spoke out loud.


    “I dare a lot more than you ever would, Miriam. That’s why Alex dances with me.”


    “Go to hell,” Miriam snapped. “What do you know about it, with your arts and the men you kill? It’s laughable, you lecturing me about love. You’ve got it in your hands, and you throw it away.”


    Miriam lingered just long enough to see the shot hit home. Then she gathered her things and left the room.


    Jaguar’s jaw worked hard. This was the only charge flung at her today that she didn’t know how to answer. In every other matter she hung on to her innocence, but not in this. She leaned back and closed her eyes.


    “Dr. Addams,” Governor Goodall said, “I don’t know what that was about, but I hope you didn’t - didn’t do what I think you did, because it’s against protocol. You’ll have a reprimand in your permanent file if you -”


    “Stuff it,” she said.


    “What? What did you say to me?”


    “I said stuff it,” she repeated, and decided she would say no more.


    She sat and listened to the scraping of chairs and movement of feet which indicated everyone was leaving. She continued to sit until she felt a presence at her back.


    “Leave me the hell alone,” she suggested.


    “Look,” Paul Dinardo said, “if I could do anything, I would.”


    She opened her eyes and twisted around to face him.


    “How about suicide? That might at least cheer me up.”


    He grimaced at her, pointed a finger, and pulled it back. “Then you’d just be stuck with the others. And if you think I’m bad - what the hell did you do to him, Addams?”


    This made her blink hard against a searing anger that coursed through her jaw. Not another one, accusing her as if she’d ever done anything except be who she was, anything except try to stay out of his way so they wouldn’t hurt each other, wouldn’t do the harm she knew they could do.


    “I haven’t done anything to him,” she said dully.


    “Then why is it every case he’s on with you is trouble? I mean, one minute he’s doing his job – okay, it a complicated job, but he’s doing it. Next thing, there’s a dead woman clutching his ID and he’s bought two tickets for the shuttle, headed toward Connecticut.”


    Jaguar frowned. “Did he go?”


    “I don’t know. Most of the security is pre-boarding, and he’s got a few tricks he uses when he doesn’t want to be seen. You’d know more about that than me.”


    She did. Alex had a knack for obscuring his presence when he didn’t want to be found.


    “What I really want to know,” Paul continued, “is what the deal is with you two. I understand a little fun now and then between consenting adults, but I’ll be damned if I’ll see a good supervisor ruined just because he’s lost his head over a -” he blustered, controlled himself.


    “Over a what, Paul? An empath? A piece of ass? An injun? Which derogatory appellation are you groping for with your feeble little mind? And why do you assume I know anything more than you do?”


    “Because,” Paul said, “he told me you were involved.”


    “Told you? You spoke with him?”


    “Yeah. He called in. Twice.”


    Jaguar stood and grabbed his arm. “What kind of shit is this? You just sit there and let these rat fuck pencil pushers take my job and all the time you know where he is?”


    “I don’t know that,” Paul said. “He didn’t say. Just listen for a minute. Before all this happened, he told me about the - situation. Or, at least, what he thinks of it.”


    “The women I’m working with have Phase Psychosis,” she said. “Maxxed out from exposure to Artemis. Moon mining, Paul. And someone is trying to push through crystallization plants on the Planetoids. Is that the situation you mean?”


    “Yeah - not so loud, okay?” He cast a glance around, peered out the door quickly. “And while we’re here, what’s your problem, gunning for Miriam? She’s the only one against the Lunar plant.”


    “She’s lying about that, Paul.”


    “I saw the tape of her conversation with Barone.”


    “You know how easy it is to fake something like that? Skip it. Either you believe me or you don’t.” She sat back hard in her chair. “When’s the last time you heard from Alex?”


    “Yesterday. That was the second call. The first one, he says he’s got Farley, and Nance Faddegon is dead. That’s all. The second one - Jesus, this is a mess, Addams. You’re aware of that, aren’t you?”


    “Probably,” she noted, “a little more directly than you are.”


    “Maybe so. The second call’s a message on my telecom, and it didn’t make sense. Didn’t even sound like him. Something about the Mother running the show, and - and just crap.”


    “What kind of crap?”


    He threw his arms out and held them there. “He said he didn’t want to kill you.”


    Jaguar let these words find a place to settle in her psyche. “Didn’t want to kill me?” she asked.


    “Yeah. Just like that. ‘Tell her I don’t want to kill her. That’s why I’m leaving’.”


    “Are you sure he meant me? Not some other her?”


    “I’m sure. I had a bad moment when I thought it was that woman on the bridge, but it wasn’t.”


    “How do you know?”


    Paul struggled with himself a moment. “Beautiful. He used the word beautiful. She’s so beautiful, I won’t kill her. No matter what he says.”


    Jaguar sat very still and listened to her own heart beating out its recurring theme. Alive. I’m alive. Alive. I’m alive.


    “Do you still have the message?” she asked.


    “Are you kidding? I got rid of it fast.”


    “But you’re sure you’re remembering it right?”


    “I’m sure. I wouldn’t forget something like that.”


    “And you deleted it,” she said. If she could have listened to the message itself, she might have picked up residual information from his voice. Like Alex, she could read physical evidence in ways Paul couldn’t. Now she knew little more than she knew before. He was with Brendan. He was being exposed to Artemis. He was in trouble.


    “Paul, can you get me back with the women?”


    Paul shook his head. “Not an ice cube’s chance in hell. Got a second choice?”


    “Find Alex.”


    “Right. How? Like I said, when he don’t want to be found. . . .”


    Jaguar chewed on her lower lip and thought. Alex had a remarkable capacity for invisibility. He didn’t so much block her contact, as disappear from view altogether. It was very disconcerting. And if he really thought he’d harm her, he’d hide from her.


    She pushed her chair back and stood. “If I need your help to find Alex, can I count on it?” she asked.


    “Yeah,” he said. “Sure.”


    She gave him a long, steady glare, saw that he probably meant it as much as anything else he said. She moved toward the door.


    “Where’re you going?” Paul asked.


    “Somewhere else,” she said. “Any objections?”


    “Just don’t leave the Planetoid. You aren’t going to, are you?”


    “You really want to know?” she asked.


    Paul pulled a handkerchief from his suit pocket and wiped it across his face. “No,” he said, his voice muffled by the cloth. “I don’t want to know a damn thing at all.”


    * * * *


    Jaguar left the building and she walked.


    She walked down Yonge, past all the sporty shops and little bakeries and cafes. The smell of fresh brewed coffee trailed after her from the tables of people who chatted amiably in the sun, not one of them knowing how close they were to having their little world altered wildly or perhaps destroyed. She walked and continued to walk until she found herself at the Toronto Sanctuary, where she let herself in to the breeding complex and went to the cages where the two jaguars, Hecate and Chaos, spent their days.


    She stood in front of their cage, hands on the bars that stood between them. Chaos, the male, stood and prowled to her, sat and stared at her as she stared at him.


    “Where is he?” she asked, but he didn’t answer.


    Jaguars weren’t trackers. They were opportunistic hunters, as she was, ready to change direction at a moment’s notice. Alex was like that, too, which would make him more difficult to find. What she needed was a bloodhound. And she needed it sooner rather than later because they were being ambushed.


    Miriam as much as told her so. She was making sure they were removed, for reasons Jaguar couldn’t yet determine. Clearly she was up to her suave little neck in Artemis, clearly doing something with Barone if they made a fake tape together. Jaguar had to give her some grudging respect for that move. With her soft clothes and soft ways, Miriam played a hard game. Jaguar would have to play a better one, because both Alex and the Planetoid were being sold down the river. But what was her strategy, and why did she need Alex out of the way to accomplish it?


    She sighed, and brought her thoughts into focus. She’d found him before, and she’d find him now. She didn’t have a bloodhound, but she had Chaos. She had Hecate. She had her arts. She rubbed at the dried mint she always carried in her pocket, breathed in the sharp, clean scent of it, and spoke to her namesake.


    I myself, spirit in flesh, speak.


    Chaos’ gold eyes took her in and floated her in to that place where she saw most clearly. She gathered her energy, her intent, and sent it out toward Alex, toward his spirit, which she’d drawn closer to than any other spirit in all her days within the particular piece of flesh she occupied.


    Alex, where are you?


    Spirit traveling, moving through nowhere and standing still but going, and she found herself against a soft wall of light, glowing and impermeable. It spiraled, thickened, spun itself into a great sphere hung in darkness above her, splashed with a trail of blood. Her intent and her desire pounded against the barrier, but got nowhere.


    Alex. Where are you?


    The thickening mist consumed her thoughts, muffled and dispersed them. They would not reach their destination. Not through this viscous obscurity.


    The impermeable bank of compression surrounded her, and she couldn’t breathe through it, couldn’t stay afloat in it. It kept sucking her down. Down into a place where there was no air at all, and no reason for any.


    Here? Are you here?


    Fear wrapped around her. Was he here, in a place of hopelessness where she couldn’t reach him, couldn’t grab his hand as he’d grabbed hers to drag her back from death? And if she couldn’t find him? If he died or became someone who would kill her and she had to face that again, as she had with Nick - what would she do? It would be much worse than Nick, in fact. She’d never shared with him what she shared with Alex.


    A new reality suddenly became clear to her. Her days would be emptied out by his absence. She’d never looked at that before. Never allowed herself to even consider the possibility.


    Alex, where are you?


    Fear and desire. But this wasn’t either. It was despair, the kind that could swallow her. She could find no emotional footing to get away from it. Nothing to hang onto here. No positive energy at all. Rage or terror would be better than this.


    She was a positive, being drawn into a negative. Physically and magnetically pulled.


    “No,” she gasped. “Let me go.”


    And the fog lifted. The sense of suffocation dispersed. She stood alone, in front of the cages where Chaos paced and Hecate made noises at him. Alone with the winged creature named desire, beginning to stir.


    She clenched and unclenched her hands, feeling the tingle that signaled a return from empathic space. Her desire was pulled into fear, and that dragged her into despair. The part of her that remained interested and aloof was glad to know this, but the rest of her understood this was only the beginning of the journey. Because the only way to combat the despair was to allow the desire to increase its energy, make it stronger than the fear.


    What was her desire? The years she’d worked with him, found a friend in him, found someone she could trust - she wanted that to continue. There was a solid reality to his presence. He was always himself, even when it irritated the hell out of her. He had integrity, compassion, and the patience of the turning earth. She wanted to continue walking near that presence.


    Was that desire?


    Or was it the fire she felt when he kissed her. The growing warmth she tried to deny, even after he’d admitted to his desire for her. Silly of her, when she thought about it. There wasn’t any reason why she shouldn’t sleep with him, except that it could complicate her work life. But they were adults. Once the ardor cooled, they’d go back to working together and be fine. It might take time, but they’d do it because they both loved their work. So why wouldn’t she sleep with him? That, she supposed, was the real question.


    She didn’t know the answer because she wasn’t ready to let herself know. Whenever it came up, she pushed it down, away, out.


    “And that,” she muttered to herself, “would be the fear.”


    Chaos rolled over on his back and made a noise of contentment. Hecate turned her golden head toward him and yawned. Marie, who ran the breeding program here, had started a protocol that gave the two jaguars time out of their cage to hunt. She’d hoped a more natural life would relax them enough to breed, and her hopes were well founded. She told Jaguar recently that Hecate was pregnant.


    Maybe, she thought, that’s what she needed to do, too. Go hunting. If she hunted, maybe then she’d know if she wanted to mate.


    “Okay,” she said to the cats. “I’ll hunt. And I think I know somebody who can help me.”

  


  
    Chapter 11


    The following day, Miriam Whitehall took George Shafritz to lunch and had a long conversation with him about the trouble in Zone 12. The restaurant was a good one, and Miriam ordered good wine to go with their shrimp cocktails and salads. Her own manner was subdued, almost sad. She was concerned, she said, because she didn’t know if the trouble indicated a deeper problem.


    “I don’t think so,” Governor Shafritz said, speaking tentatively. He smelled a political move in the works, but wasn’t sure what it would be. “Twelve’s got a rep for the best.”


    Miriam rolled her eyes. “I know. Best technicians. The VR site. And the best success rate. But that was mostly from Dzarny and Addams.”


    “They were good. Did some spectacular jobs.”


    “And look where it’s gotten them,” Miriam said, clucking her tongue.


    “A shame, isn’t it? Not that Addams’ behavior is a surprise, but Dzarny. He seemed reliable as rain.”


    “Maybe,” Miriam said, “ But he’s also - well, you know. And in so deep with that Addams woman there was bound to be trouble.”


    Shafritz did know. Everyone knew how Alex was about Dr. Addams, and hardly anyone understood why.


    “They have a word for that, don’t they?” Miriam asked. “When people like them go bad.”


    “Shadowed,” Shafritz said. “I think they call it shadowed.”


    “Yes. That’s the word.” She brooded over it for a moment, then asked cautiously, “It’s not catching, is it?”


    “No,” Shafritz said. “I don’t think so. Why?”


    “We really don’t know what happens to people when they - you know – do what they do. And it does seem there’s some sort of emotional breakdown going on in 12, doesn’t there? They’ve had a suicide recently, too, don’t forget.”


    Shafritz frowned down into his shrimp cocktail and said nothing.


    “Who I’m really surprised at,” Miriam continued, “is Paul Dinardo.”


    “Oh?”


    “Yes. He must’ve seen this coming. Must’ve known there were problems. So why didn’t he do something about it before it got this far out of hand? He’s always supported the two of them. And he didn’t look well at the meeting, did he?”


    “Not particularly,” Shafritz said, “But he usually doesn’t.”


    “Well, I suppose he’s under a lot of pressure, with all the fuss about the Lunar plants coming here when the moratorium’s lifted.”


    “Do you think it will be?” Shafritz asked, trying not to sound too hopeful. He and Miriam were on opposite sides of this issue. He felt strongly that it would be good to bring innovative industry to the Planetoid system, especially with someone as powerful as Larry Barone backing it up.


    “Unless we can find a better way to fight, your side will win the day, George,” she said graciously.


    Shafritz had to admit she was a good sport about her losses, even when she fought like hell to win. “I appreciate your lack of rancor about it, Miriam,” he said. “I really do.”


    Miriam laughed. “Well, if I have to lose, I like losing to the best. Mr. Barone really is quite a lovely man. Very grounded. And his ideas on management are brilliant. Aside from the Lunar processing plant, I think he’d be quite a valuable friend to the Planetoid. I’m afraid we’ll need quite a few friends, if this kind of disturbance continues.”


    “Surely it won’t, Miriam. With Dzarny and Addams out of the way, things should quiet down.”


    “I don’t know,” Miriam said. “I have a bad feeling about it all. I really do. I think we should be ready for more trouble. And if I’m right, you’ll have to buy me a bottle of champagne.”


    “That would be no loss,” Shafritz said. “No loss at all.”


    Miriam touched his hand lightly. She felt she’d made good progress here, laid the groundwork for what would be. When it was all over, quite a few governors would remember that Miriam Whitehall had seen trouble ahead, and knew best how to manage it.


    * * * *


    Jaguar sat in the dimly lit bar, a glass of beer in front of her. Occasionally, she picked the glass up and sucked at it hard. Then she put it down and stared at the remaining contents.


    “Wow,” Gerry said, “I mean, do you think he really killed someone? I can’t imagine Alex doing that. Unless he’s cracked up. Gone over the moon. Bonked out. I mean, he’s always been like rock steady. Whaddya think happened to him?”


    She growled softly, and her hand closed harder on the glass.


    “You must feel like shit, too,” he continued. “I mean, you’re suspended. And you don’t even know if Alex is dead or alive, right?”


    Her growl deepened, and grew louder.


    “You wanna talk about it?” Gerry asked politely.


    “Fuck no,” she snarled back, and returned to silence.


    He leaned back, his chair balancing on two legs, his hands crossed on his abdomen. She was supposed to sing with his band tonight, and he had a feeling he was out a vocalist unless he could bring her around. Somewhere in the recesses of his thoughts, which were as dimly lit as the bar, he understood this wasn’t the most important item on the agenda this evening. She was suspended. One of her prisoners was dead, and she didn’t even know what happened. Alex was gone, there was a warrant out for his arrest, a Teacher and another woman were dead. Gerry knew this was serious stuff, but the neural connections that would make it serious for him had yet to be completed.


    He rocked back and forth on the two legs of his chair and hummed loudly.


    Jaguar muttered something rude at his noise.


    He tugged at his shirt collar, and kept humming.


    Jaguar lifted a hand and slammed it down on the table, making the beer dance and causing the legs of Gerry’s chair to slip out from under him.


    He came down directly on his ass, and sat on the floor. Jaguar lowered her head and continued to brood.


    Gerry swore softly, rubbed his tailbone and stood. “You want something stronger than beer?” he asked. “I’m heading toward the bar.”


    Jaguar raised her face and stared at him, then through him. “I have to find him,” she said.


    “Yeah,” Gerry agreed. He paused. Scratched at his balding head. “How?”


    “I don’t know.” She wished she could at least get invisible the way he could. Then she’d sneak in to Fiore’s new program site and get her to go hunting. It was an empathic trick he’d tried to teach her, but she just couldn’t learn. He said it was a matter of ego. Hers was too big to hide easily.


    And where was he? Here, or on the home planet? How could she decide which place to look first?


    “Know anyone who keeps bloodhounds?” she asked.


    Gerry snorted - his version of laughter. “I know a golden retriever.”


    “Do they sniff?” she asked.


    “This one does,” he said. “The Golden Retriever.”


    She peered up at him. “Is this a person, Gerry, or some kind of weird fantasy?”


    Gerry righted his chair and sat in it, this time with all four legs firmly on the floor. “A person. Pasquale. He’s a sort of a friend, I guess. From when - you know.”


    Jaguar nodded. Gerry was a drug runner before he was a musician. That brought him to the Planetoids many years ago. He said his decision to stay here had a lot to do with the people he’d left behind, and wanting to continue to leave them behind.


    “And Pasquale has dogs?” she asked.


    “No. He’s a sniffer. Real good. They call him the Golden Retriever.”


    Jaguar felt as if something interesting was happening at last. A sniffer was someone who had empathic capacity for finding people, information, things. Sometimes they worked for the home planet police. Sometimes they worked against them. It was not officially listed as a psi capacity because the testers couldn’t isolate it, but Jaguar knew sniffers used a combination of clear seeing and empathic contact that was very specific, very focused, and often very effective.


    And Gerry knew a sniffer. Pasquale. If he was from Gerry’s past, he probably worked against the law. But right now, she sat on the wrong side of the law too, so what did it matter.


    “Where is he?” she asked.


    Gerry shrugged. “Knowing him, somewhere warm and sunny.”


    “Well, can you find him?”


    Gerry scratched at his head more, and sneezed. For him, that was a sign of deep thought. “You mean it?” he asked.


    “Yes,” she said.


    “Because,” Gerry continued, “he’s - well, he’s a mercenary. Not someone you’d - I mean, Pasquale, he’s a mercenary,” he concluded lamely.


    “Is he any good?” she asked.


    “The best,” Gerry said decisively.


    “Then can you get him for me?”


    Gerry twisted his nose around a little, as if tuning the dials of a radio, seeking the news. He clucked a few times. Then whatever egg he was hatching emerged.


    “He gave me a coin. I did a favor for him, and he’s the kind of guy who likes to repay favors. Said if I ever needed him, I should cash in my chip.”


    Jaguar lifted her beer to her mouth and emptied it. She put the glass down on the table hard, and ran a finger around the rim. Something like a plan began to formulate itself. She had people who would help her, and she was figuring out what kind of help she could ask for.


    “Get him,” she said. “Now.”


    Gerri shifted nervously in his seat. He didn’t know anything much more unsettling than Jaguar, unless it was Jaguar with an idea. “What’re you gonna do?”


    Good question, she thought. She wouldn’t just wait around for a mercenary sniffer to show up. She’d see about tracking the stone Karena dropped. There was something about it. Something important. And she thought she’d like very much to catch up with Fiore, who had the eyes of a hunter if not the nose of a sniffer. If she could lead Jaguar to the processing plant in Connecticut, they’d have something like evidence to help Alex with.


    “What I’ll do first,” Jaguar said, “is find me a good woman.”


    “Huh,” Gerry said. “I never guessed that about you.”


    Jaguar rolled her eyes. She pressed her hands to the table and stood.


    “Hey. Where you going?”


    She paused and looked down at him, as if he was already very far away. “I’ve got work to do, Gerry.”


    “That mean you’re not singing tonight?”


    “You can safely assume that,” Jaguar said.


    “Damn,” Gerry said. “That’s what I was afraid of.”

  


  
    Chapter 12


    The earth was very brown and the sun was very bright. Somewhere between the two, the color green invaded him. It was in him and around him. Above him and below him. As they walked, Alex reached up for it. He held his hand up to try and touch it, wanting to know if it was something alive. An animal. A spirit. Matter trapped in color. Energy trapped in matter, waiting to burst free in its purest form.


    Or perhaps eyes. Green eyes that pierced him with desire and called to him. Called to him. Eyes he knew, watching him.


    But when he lifted his hand between the brown of earth and fire of sun, his foot caught on a root and he fell, his body slamming into ground with a thud. He lay there, breathing earth, with his eyes closed.


    Ahead of him, the crunch of footsteps stopped, then started, growing closer to him. He opened his eyes and saw Brendan’s brown sandals, noticed that his toenails were long and curled down over the end of his toes.


    “I think we should keep walking,” Brendan observed.


    Alex lay still, aware of his own breathing, aware of his body as an entity that contained, him, aware that his thoughts and emotions were moving in circles he couldn’t contain. Time seemed to pass, but he wasn’t sure how much.


    “What?” he asked.


    “The wind,” Brendan said. “It’s rather peculiar here.”


    Alex pushed himself to a sitting position and stared up at Brendan, who stood squinting toward the top of the tree canopy, his face pursed in disapproval. “I usually like the wind,” he continued. “It moves around objects intimately. But it’s peculiar here.”


    Alex looked around. The world seemed to be returning. He saw trees and heard birds and the rustlings of animal motion. Colors recombined themselves with the life forms they were attached to, and Brendan’s voice was emanating from his mouth again, instead of occuring in the air around them.


    He didn’t know exactly how long they’d been wandering the eco-site. No more than a few days if he judged by the growth of his beard and his hunger level, both of which were still minimal. He supposed he was somehow tending to all his bodily needs, though he wasn’t sure how or when. There were fruit trees here. Space enough to pee. Streams to drink from.


    Brendan rattled something in his hands. “Here,” he said, handing Alex a bottle of pills. “Take one of these.”


    Alex rose stiffly and unsteadily and took the bottle from Brendan. He looked it over. It was a standard nutritional prescription used with prisoners who stopped eating during their programs. It had Nance’s ID code on it, which gave Alex a small shock.


    “Nance gave these to you?” he asked, surprised to hear that his voice still worked normally.


    “Who?” Brendan asked.


    “Nance. The woman you were with before.”


    “Oh,” he said. “Her. Yes. She was concerned that I wasn’t eating. I told her eating was a sensual pleasure, and an abuse of The Mother. To eat off her body in that way is so....incestuous.”


    Alex opened the bottle and took one, swallowed it dry. “I see,” he said. A question niggled at the back of his mind. Something he wanted to ask that had nothing to do with Brendan’s strange philosophy. “Brendan, where do those stones come from? Did you bring them here with you?”


    Brendan’s hand went to the pocket of his jeans and he pulled out one of the smooth gray stones, rubbed it lovingly. “They’re gifts. From the Mother.”


    He turned full face to Alex and smiled. His eyes glowed softly behind his glasses. They seemed to swell and grow, increase in luminescence.


    Alex felt the obliquity of earth inside them, the tilt of the axis and the swift motion. He felt himself coursing an orbit through space at 900 miles an hour. He put his hand out to steady himself, but felt himself falling like Alice into the rabbit hole, slow enough to watch the moon pass by, to see Jaguar’s face as he rolled past her, to know something was happening to him and he’d better make it stop.


    It’s the stones, he told himself. He was falling, and there was nothing to grab hold of except Brendan, who held the stones.


    Brendan was smiling, nodding at him. Not good, that nod. He saw it on the bridge. He was nodding and holding out his hand for Alex to grab, but he didn’t. He knew better by now. Instead he thought of Jaguar’s prime directive: if you can’t make it better, make it worse.


    He reached up, pressed a hand against Brendan’s forehead, and whispered into him.


    Brendan Farley - See who you are. Be what you see.


    Motion ceased.


    He stood still.


    He stood still inside a very white room where Brendan lay still on a metal cot, and a woman bent over him, singing to him, smoothing his forehead, smoothing his hair. He closed his eyes and slept, and she stood back viewing him.


    She placed stones in his pockets like small gifts, and left him alone.


    Then, Brendan sat up and pushed Alex away. He felt himself falling again, faster this time, and through the darkness of space. The way down was long, and his resting place uncertain, but all the way he knew he was riding somehow secure on the backbone of the moon.


    * * * *


    Jaguar strolled through the door of the Supervisor and Teacher’s Building just as she had hundreds of times before. She pressed her thumb against the elevator button to give her imprint, and got on when the doors opened, requested the floor that Rachel’s office was on. When the elevator stopped and the doors opened, a guard blocked her from further progress.


    “Excuse me,” she said. “I’m just passing through here.”


    “No, ma’am,” the guard said, and continued to stand in front of her.


    “Yes, sir,” she responded, and took a step up to his chest.


    He walked forward, and she raised her right hand in a fist. As he watched it, her left hand reached for his more private parts.


    “Jaguar,” a bright and frantic voice said.


    She peered over the guard’s shoulder to see Rachel’s wild eyes staring at her. “Here for your things?” she asked quickly. “They’re in my office.”


    “It’s not my things that were chiefly on my mind,” she said, looking down at the guard’s crotch.


    “Ha,” Rachel said. “Ha ha. Well, yes.” She turned a cheerful smile on the guard.


    “She’s not allowed in here,” he said gruffly. “I was told to stop her if her imprint came through.”


    “She can get her personal items if she stays with me,” Rachel said, “and she will.” She grabbed Jaguar by the arm, pulled her down the hall.


    “Xipetotec flay them all,” Jaguar said, “I can’t even get in the front door?”


    “You’re suspended,” Rachel hissed back at her. “What did you expect? They’d just let you waltz in and take whatever information you want? They know you, Jaguar.”


    She pulled her arm from Rachel’s grasp, and walked at a rapid pace next to her, head held high.


    “What did you want, anyway?” Rachel asked.


    “I want a location for Fiore,” she said. “And I want files on Miriam Whitehall.”


    Rachel stopped walking, stared at Jaguar’s back as it moved down the hall. A few more steps and Jaguar stopped. Her shoulders lifted and fell. She turned around, faced Rachel. “What?” she asked.


    Rachel stepped over to her. “Why do you want Fiore’s location?” she asked quietly.


    “I have an important fashion question for her. Like what do you wear to break into a Lunar crystallization plant.”


    Rachel blinked. “You’re serious, aren’t you?”


    “Very. I also want to find out if anyone mentioned a small stone found in Karena’s vicinity. Or maybe one in her pocket.”


    “A stone?”


    “Stone. Small. Smooth. Grey. “


    Rachel cast a glance up and down the hall. “We shouldn’t talk here,” she said.


    “Dammit, Rachel, why shouldn’t we? Haven’t I worked here for about six years? Hasn’t Alex been -” she stopped talking, breathed hard with her eyes closed.


    “Tell me what I can do,” Rachel said.


    Jaguar opened her eyes, looked at her gratefully. “Are you sure? I won’t be playing by the rules. You could get in as much trouble as I am.”


    “I know,” Rachel said patiently. “Just tell me what I can do.”


    “I need the files on Fiore, anything at all you can find on Miriam, and the stone Karena had. She dropped it, but maybe someone picked it up and put it in her personal effects or the evidence bag. If it’s there, get it out, but put it in a sealed box. Don’t touch it too much.”


    “How come?”


    “I think it’s what’s causing all the trouble. Meet me at Marie’s as soon as you can, okay?”


    “The sooner you clear out of here,” Rachel said. “The sooner I’ll meet you there.”


    Jaguar opened her mouth to say something that might begin to express how grateful she was, and found nothing to cover it. “Okay,” she said instead. “See you there.”


    * * * *


    It took Rachel less than two hours to get what Jaguar wanted. When she arrived at Marie’s house situated within the breeding complex, Jaguar and Gerry and Pinkie Horton were already there, sitting at Marie’s kitchen table, drinking coffee and eating bread warm from the oven. Pinkie lifted a hand and blew a kiss at Rachel, who smiled and flushed. She was still shy about having a girlfriend.


    “Tea party?” she asked.


    “Rescue party,” Jaguar answered. “Did you get anything?”


    “Stuff on Miriam,” Rachel said, and gave Jaguar two discs. “Fiore’s in Normal house 7 with Peter Cooper.”


    “Because they couldn’t find anyone less suitable?”


    “He works with child killers,” Rachel noted.


    “She’s not a child killer. She’s a hunter.”


    Pinkie waved an arm at the table, inviting Rachel to sit. She found a place across from Pinkie and Marie moved from the stove toward Rachel with a basket of bread and a cup of coffee.


    “Thanks,” Rachel said. “You joining us?”


    Marie shook her head. “Just peripherally.”


    Jaguar took a seat. “Marie thinks we’re nuts. I think she’s right.”


    She surveyed the others. Gerry, looking vaguely interested in the proceedings when he wasn’t focused on buttering his bread. Pinkie, whose blue mohawk highlighted the green paint she circled her eyes with to ward off evil spirits. Rachel, looking far too normal to be sitting among them. And, of course, herself. Her long braid had bright red feathers hanging in it, and she wore the obsidian earring that marked her as an empath, as did her sage green shirt and soft sage green pants.


    Marie was the next closest to normal, in her usual coveralls, her grey hair cropped close to her head, her hands rough with the years of tending gardens for food that went to the animals she loved more than any human.


    Jaguar ran a hand across her face. She was about to ask all of them to risk their jobs. Maybe their lives. And while she was accustomed to risking her own on a regular basis, she didn’t like to drag others along for the ride. She reminded herself that they were here as much for Alex as for her. His life was the closest to danger right now.


    “Marie,” she said, “where’s 7 from here?”


    “I’ll get a map,” she said, and exited.


    Jaguar turned to Rachel again. “Anything about the stone?” she asked.


    “Funny you should mention that,” Rachel said. “Nobody picked one up in the parking lot, but she had one in her pocket. She didn’t have one coming in. But she wasn’t the only one.”


    “Fiore, or Terez?” Jaguar asked.


    “Neither. The woman Alex is accused of murdering. Found clutched in her hand.”


    Jaguar whistled, long and low. “Can you get it?” she asked.


    “Not a chance. All the evidence went to a Board governor’s office. Miriam Whitehall. I did get a copy of the inventory from Karena’s effects, though. The one that lists the stone as there.”


    Jaguar closed her eyes and smiled blissfully. “What do I owe you?” she asked.


    “Your life. So don’t go throwing it away.”


    “I have no plans in that direction,” she said. She turned to Marie, who came over with the map. Jaguar opened it as the others drew in close around her.


    “There,” she said, pointing at Normal house 7. “Perfect.”


    She smiled over at Marie. “A direct hit.”


    Marie made a dismissive sound. “You have the devil’s luck, Jaguar.”


    “What?” Gerry asked. “What’re you talking about?”


    “Just something Marie and I cooked up earlier as a preliminary plan. We didn’t know if it’d work, but now it looks good. See how Normal 7 sits just behind the fence separating the breeding complex from the public zoo? And see how close it is to the jaguar habitat?”


    Rachel picked up a piece of bread and began tearing strips off it.


    “What’s the plan?” Pinkie asked.


    Jaguar moved her finger from Normal House 7, in a direct line to the breeding complex, which was separated from it by a few hundred yards of woods. Her finger landed on the jaguar cages.


    “I’ll let the cats out of the bag,” she crooned.


    “Fuckin’ jam,” Pinkie said. “I’m not going near those things.”


    “I’ll manage that part, Pinkie. It’s our distraction. You and Gerry are in costume. Animal control, patrolling the Normal house area to make sure they don’t get in there. Bring an extra suit, for our guest.”


    Rachel began pulling apart her second piece of bread.


    Marie reached across, grabbed the bread from Rachel. “Look,” she said. “If you’re hungry, eat it. If not - leave it alone.”


    Rachel scowled at her, and folded her hands hard.


    Jaguar patted her hand. “Rachel, you get to stay in the truck. Can you get into security with your notebook?”


    “I - for what purpose?”


    “Shut down the Normal house system.”


    Rachel’s hands twisted as if they were tearing bread. Pinkie grinned, and sent a loaf sliding across the table to her.


    “Thanks,” she said. “I think.”


    “Can you?” Jaguar asked again.


    “Well, of course I can.”


    “Good. Deactivate her implant, too. Then I’ll need shuttle passes for both of us. Can you arrange that?”


    Rachel thought hard, then nodded quickly. “Where in particular?”


    “To Connecticut. A wildlife refuge near her town. It’s got a few hundred unpopulated acres.”


    She’d struggled about where to bring Fiore. Part of her wanted to stay on the Planetoid just because that was the last place Alex was seen. She kept expecting him to turn up in the same vicinity, in the way you expect a lost item to be where you last saw it, sure it couldn’t have just walked away.


    But Alex had just walked away, and he had shuttle tickets to Connecticut, where they both suspected there was a Lunar processing plant.


    “Jaguar - are you sure this is a good idea?” Rachel asked.


    “I’m pretty sure it’s not,” she said. “You got anything better?”


    “No. I wish I did. Is there anything else you need?”


    “Just try and stay clean. I don’t want anyone else losing their jobs. And I may need someone who can be inside. Offices, computers, that sort of thing.”


    Jaguar turned to Gerry. “You sent for your friend?”


    “Right after you told me to.”


    Jaguar sighed. “We can’t wait for him. We go tomorrow. If he shows up, tell him he’s to track Alex and bring him back safe.”


    Gerry shook his head slowly from side to side. “If he shows up, it won’t be here. It’ll be wherever you are.”


    “How’ll he know where I am?” Jaguar asked.


    “He’s a sniffer, Jaguar.”


    “Well, tell me what he looks like, so I’ll recognize him.”


    Gerry pinched his nose with his fingers, rolled his eyes toward the ceiling. “He’s big. He’s got a lot of light colored hair.”


    “Gerry, that could be Santa Claus.”


    Gerry shook his head. “No beard. And well, his nose’s probably broken in more places. I guess you could say he looks sort of like a mountain, with a boulder on top. That’d be his head.”


    “Okay. I’ll keep an eye out for a walking mountain.”


    “With a lot of gold hair. Golden retriever, remember? And he wears this ring on his little finger. Don’t forget.”


    “That’s not likely. Pinkie? Are you set on your part?”


    She held a thumb up.


    Then, she thought, we are ready to roll.


    * * * *


    On the Home Planet, a man with a great mane of golden hair tied back in a neat ponytail sat at a café table, his white dress shirt and pants spotless and creased. He sipped a cup of espresso and considered a small and ancient Etruscan coin on the table in front of him.


    He liked Etruscan artifacts. They reminded him where his blood flowed from. He was glad this one had come home to him. Now he had to determine what it asked of him.


    He sipped from his cup. Put the cup down. Picked the coin up and smoothed it with his large hand. He narrowed his eyes and raised his massive head, sniffing the air around him. He held the coin between his thumb and index finger, held it up to the background of the very blue sky, then brought it to his face and took a long breath through his nose. He closed his eyes and palmed the coin, continuing to smooth it.


    Scenes unfolded for him. People moved in their disorderly courses, and places became visible. The interaction between people and place created sense, and sound, and understanding. There was hunting, and the scent of the moon. There were women, and there was the acrid aroma of money. Lots of money. The only scent stronger than money was desire, a much sweeter scent.


    Then, within it, he caught a whiff of his favorite aroma. Synchronicity.


    The complexities he held in his bear-like hand contained the possibility of bringing a long-nurtured plan to fruition. It would be tricky, though. He’d have to plan carefully around a lot of chaotic variables.


    He frowned, muttered, the small muscles around his mouth and nose twitching. Without opening his eyes, he lifted the coin and pressed it against his lips. Flicked out his tongue and licked at the old metal quickly once. Twice.


    Then he chuckled. Yes. He might just be able to pull it off.


    A waiter walked over and stood at the side of his table. Cleared his throat.


    The man opened an eye and grinned at him. “It’s a good day,” he said to the waiter.


    The waiter peered around him. “The sun is shining,” he agreed. “A good day. Can I get you anything else?”


    “Just my bill,” the man said, smiling. “I’m afraid I have to leave.”

  


  
    Chapter 13


    Alex could no longer determine if he was in Adept space, empathic space, or simply going mad. He woke from dreams that hadn’t occurred to face waking that felt like a dream. The only way he could tell the difference between the two was that Jaguar often visited his dreams, and he knew she wasn’t with him because he longed for her so completely when he was awake.


    He saw he was seated on a tree stump, peering at a sun that set red and orange beyond the horizon. On the ground at his feet was a small, round stone. He had the sense it had fallen from his hand, which was cupped as if it had been holding something.


    He pushed at the stone with his foot, not wanting to pick it up. Touching it made everything worse. When Brendan used one, the world turned strange, but actually holding it made the world go away. He nudged it further away.


    They had moved to the western edge of the eco-site, where the canopy thinned and the sound of animal chatter, bird talk, was muffled and distant. That meant they’d walked a good ten miles he had no memory of walking. Not too far away was an outlying town where Teachers often took rest leave. It was off-limits for prison work. He hoped they didn’t end up there.


    Or maybe he would end up there alone, because he didn’t see Brendan anywhere.


    Then again, he thought, it might be a good time to leave. He could walk to that outlying town. Find Jaguar. Tell Paul what happened. Get some help. But he still felt compelled to stay with Brendan. He had some kind of plan, and someone had to find out what it was. Not that he was the best person for the job right now, but he seemed to be the only one available.


    And he still couldn’t determine if the impulse to stay was something Brendan induced in him, or an Adept demand, telling him things beyond words or common sense. He checked his hand, to see if it would tell him anything.


    “What’re you doing?” A voice behind him asked. Brendan.


    Alex turned, and saw Brendan peering over his shoulder at his hand.


    “Reading my palm,” Alex said. “Why are we here?”


    Brendan chuckled. “Is that a metaphysical question?”


    “No. Purely practical.” He squinted past the glare the sun cast on Brendan’s glasses. “I want to know what we’re here for. What we’re going to do next.”


    Brendan nodded. “I told you. I’m here to work for The Mother.”


    “But what does she want you to do?”


    “Redeem her,” he said.


    “How?” Alex tried one more time.


    Brendan gazed down at the ground, picked up the stone Alex had pushed away. He held it one hand and put his other hand in his pocket, pulled a plastic vial about the size of the vitamin container. It was filled with clear liquid. He lifted it high, so the golden rays of the sun filtered through it and cast rainbows at his feet.


    “She said give them this.”


    “What is it?” he asked.


    Brendan lowered the bottle. “Poison, I think. We have to clear the land for the Mother. She’s stopping here before she returns to the earth.”


    Alex took a moment and let the words sink in. “She’s coming to the Planetoid?”


    “Yes. I have to get it ready for her.” He regarded Alex quizzically. “I told you that already, didn’t I?”


    “I forgot. Is that why you haven’t killed yourself yet?”


    He rolled the bottle around in his hands and sighed as if he was very tired. “I have work to do first. The Mother said distribute this to the people.”


    “Did she tell you how?”


    “Not yet. She will.”


    “How does she tell you things?” Alex asked.


    Brendan tapped a finger against his skull. “She speaks to me here.”


    Alex struggled with a thought, then formed words around it. “What are the stones for?”


    Brendan held a stone in front of Alex’s face. Alex jerked back but Brendan moved forward, pressing the stone against his forehead.


    “They’re her body. Can’t you feel her in them?”


    Alex tried to answer but found he couldn’t because his head was filled with words.


    She’s the only one after all, the only one who knows what’s right, not sex or love not babies or food or healing or love or love. This one is asking for death.


    Alex closed his eyes. Words filled his brain, some of them his own.


    Death? She wants death? And she’s telling him through the stones, amplifying all the Thanatos in him, sending it out wherever she can. Sending it into me.


    Death. Like the woman on the bridge. And you know who you should kill first you know. You should kill her. You will kill her.


    Kill her? Kill who?


    You know who. Jaguar.


    Kill Jaguar? They wanted him to kill Jaguar?


    Sound reverberated inside the cavity of his skull and he felt it as a weight, substantial as stone. Brendan tossed the bottle that might have poison in it high into the air. Alex felt his own hand shoot up, felt the bottle land solid in it like water-weighted stone and as it hit he fell into Brendan’s left eye, himself a stone weighted with water, unable to swim, unable to see, unable to care about either anymore.


    * * * *


    The Sanctuary Animal Patrol received word that the jaguars were loose at just the wrong time. Mid-afternoon, on a Saturday, when the most people were out viewing the animals. With their children.


    “Shit,” Animal Control Manager Allen Dolpern said. “Suit up. We’re going. Got a truck?”


    “Getting it,” His assistant, Susan replied, and moved toward the garage, grabbing her suit on the way.


    A truck was waiting for them, but Susan was surprised to see someone standing next to it, already suited up. Under the protective headgear, she could see a fluff of what looked like blue hair. She wondered vaguely who it was.


    “Hey,” she said. “How’d you get ready so fast?”


    “I’m a boy scout,” a voice replied. “Always prepared.”


    Susan shrugged, turned and opened the van door. She barely felt the prick of a needle engaging with the back of her neck. She only knew she suddenly felt quite light. Light enough to float away. And even if she was falling, that was fine, because she would simply drift upward and keep floating.


    “Nighty-night,” Pinkie said, catching her as she fell. She pulled her headgear off, stuck her fingers in her mouth and whistled. Gerry and Jaguar, suited, walked over.


    “In,” Jaguar said to Pinkie. “I’ll take care of the supervisors.”


    Gerry and Pinkie gunned the motor, and Jaguar stuck her head in the door of the other truck.


    “Hey,” she said to Supervisor Allen Dolpern. “We’re rolling. I’ll call in when we get there.”


    “Oh - sure. I didn’t know you had the others.”


    “I’m fast,” Jaguar said. “Fast and easy. You heard that about me, didn’t you?”


    * * * *


    A woman shrieked.


    A child screamed.


    A man swore.


    Chaos, the black jaguar, flung himself against the fence between the breeding complex and the public Zoo. Hecate, at his side, merely paced back and forth. People scattered like coins tossed on the street as the white Animal Control van pulled up.


    Hecate ignored them. Instead, she ran her paces into the heart of the Sanctuary, while Chaos moved in the other direction.


    “Get these people out of here,” Jaguar called out the window to the security guard. “We’ll take it.”


    Jaguar turned to the back of the van, where Rachel sat working her notebook. “Got it?” she asked quietly. Rachel kept working, then gave her the thumbs up.


    “Good. Go. You’ve only got five minutes.”


    She got out of the van and hit the side twice. They moved forward, following Hecate into the breeding complex.


    “Hey,” the security guard said. “They can’t go back there. That’s secure.”


    “Tell it to the cat,” Pinkie said, sticking her head out the window as they rolled away.


    The security guard moved his hand toward his belt sensor, but was interrupted by the sound of a low growl behind him. Chaos had breached the fence, coming to her call.


    Jaguar held a hand up to the security guard, whose face was quite pale. “Try not to pass out,” she said. “Remember, they’re opportunistic hunters.”


    His legs began to shake visibly. Jaguar moved forward two steps. A few dozen feet away, another security guard held back a group of spectators.


    “Cool,” someone said.


    Jaguar approached Chaos. “Here, kitty kitty,” she cooed. The guard stood and shook.


    “Move one step to the side,” Jaguar advised him. “Very small step. Very slow movement.”


    The guard did so. In her peripheral vision, Jaguar saw the white van pull up to Normal house 7, but nobody else was looking in that direction.


    She walked to the right of the guard, who later swore she started singing. Using words he didn’t know. A tune he’d never heard. But dammit, she was singing, and that damn cat turned right away from him and toward her.


    It prowled, he’d tell his buddies over beer, just like a housecat, ready to leap, but she just stood there singing.


    Not an eye moved off the scene as two people exited the white van near Normal House 7. “Move,” Rachel said to them, pointing ahead. “You’ve got four minutes.”


    In the zoo proper, Chaos leaped and Jaguar let herself fall under him, shouting at the guard, “Don’t shoot. Don’t raise a weapon. He’ll go for you.”


    And she returned to singing while the crowd gasped and, beyond the purview of their current interest, two people in animal control suits knocked on the door of Normal 7.


    Peter Cooper opened it, smiled at them, started chatting.


    “Come on,” Rachel muttered at Pinkie and Gerry’s back. “No time for small talk.”


    Peter was saying he didn’t know where the cat went. He hadn’t seen a thing, when Pinkie made a small, quick motion with her hand and he slumped onto Gerry’s chest. They dragged him inside.


    Nobody noticed, least of all security, because all eyes were glued to Chaos, who had both his paws on Jaguar’s shoulders. He held her down and growled, breath hot in her face, mouth large enough to engulf her face as she lay still, singing.


    Inside Normal 7 Fiore crouched in a corner of the kitchen. Gerry picked her up and slung her over his shoulder, where she began to beat on his back and scream.


    “Christ,” he groaned. “You got another one of those needles, Pinkie?”


    She did, and she used it. Fiore was loaded into the van, covered with blankets, and they drove out of the Normal House area.


    Rachel lifted a tense face to Pinkie. “Half a minute to spare,” she said.


    They rolled back to the sanctuary area as Chaos lowered his open mouth over Jaguar’s face, brought his tongue out, and licked her.


    The crowd was still, trying to interpret this gesture.


    He licked her again, and she reached up, scratched the front of his head, pulling a panther sized purr from the base of his throat.


    “Aw,” someone said. “That’s so cute.”


    Jaguar pulled herself out from under him and stood. She continued singing as she led him, like the Pied Piper, through the Sanctuary and back to the breeding complex.


    “When the van arrives, can you tell them where I’ve gone?” she requested as she passed the guard who watched the crowd.


    “Um - yeah. No problem.”


    The crowd watched her leave, waited until the breeding complex gates were shut, then cheered mightily. They were still cheering and clapping when the white van pulled in.


    “The other one’s still in the cage,” Gerry said, out the window.


    “Yeah. Great. Your friend took care of the big guy.” He pointed. “Breeding complex.”


    “Thanks,” Gerry said. “We’ll go pick her up.” And they rolled away.


    * * * *


    Fiore regained consciousness before they reached the shuttle station. When they got out of the van, Jaguar took a moment to look in her eyes.


    “You’re coming with me,” she said.


    Fiore nodded. She didn’t fight. Didn’t want to.


    Jaguar turned to Rachel, who handed her two shuttle passes. “I recoded the retinal scan to match,” she said.


    “Thanks,” Jaguar said. “Paul might be calling you. He’ll have diarrhea of the cerebral cortex over this, I’m sure. Just say you don’t know a thing. And - I might be out of touch for a while. You know that, right?”


    “I know. Just - be careful.” Stupid to say that, she knew, but someone had to.


    Jaguar offered a tense and tired grin. “Absolutely no unnecessary risks,” she said.


    She put a hand on Rachel’s arm, squeezed it once, and turned away.

  


  
    Chapter 14


    Home Planet, Connecticut


    Pasquale looked perfectly at home in the livingroom of Larry Barone’s family home – a 6,000 square foot tudor sequestered on about 100 acres of land in the woods of Connecticut. His massive shoulders and head were not out of place among the portraits of Barone’s ancestors, and his large hands held fine china as gently as if they were tying ribbons in a little girl’s hair.


    He’d been here before quite a few times, and always found the business as good as the food he was offered. Today, he thought, would be even better.


    “I told you,” he said to Larry, “I don’t do take out. And I can’t recommend anyone who does. You’re on your own.”


    Larry, who looked as if he hadn’t been sleeping well lately, stopped stirring his tea. “How do you know that’s what I want?” he asked.


    “I can smell it on you,” Pasquale said. He lifted his head half an inch and breathed in through his nostrils. “Smells like fear.”


    Larry felt a muscle in his arm jerk, as if he was about to throw a punch. Pasquale always knew too much, and said too much about it. Showing off, Larry thought. “You don’t make any exceptions?”


    “No,” Pasquale said. He sipped his tea and leaned back in his chair. “This is nice,” he said. “What kind is it?”


    “White tea mixed with jasmine. My own blend.”


    “Nice,” Pasquale repeated.


    “What if,” Larry said, choosing his words, “What if you had compelling reasons to make an exception?”


    “I never found any yet.”


    “Self-defense?” Larry suggested.


    “That’s not killing. That’s – self-defense.”


    “But you have had reason to use it, haven’t you?”


    “Once or twice.”


    “What about protecting your client?”


    Pasquale put his teacup on the table. “Say what you mean.”


    “Miriam has plans to kill me,” Larry said grimly.


    Pasquale chuckled. “You sure? Maybe it’s just a little communication trouble.”


    Larry grimaced. “I know her. She wants it all, and that’s her plan.”


    “Yeah. But I’ll bet she wants to marry you first.”


    “So?”


    “So, don’t marry her. Then she won’t kill you.”


    “It’s not that simple,” Larry said, his jaw tight and his teeth clenched. “For all I know, she’ll kill me as soon as the Hague repeal comes through and I’ve got my –“ He shut his mouth hard. Pasquale should know as little as possible. Though from the way his silent eyes looked on, Larry imagined he already knew it.


    “Skip it,” Pasquale said, and his face expressed disgust for a man who couldn’t even come up with a good story to buy a hit. He leaned across the coffee table and tapped a broad finger against Larry’s knee. “I tell you what. It’s your woman. Why don’t you kill her – in self defense, of course.”


    Larry retreated from Pasquale’s gesture. “I’ll give you 5 times to your usual rates,” he said.


    Pasquale picked up his teacup and stirred it. He sipped at it, stared at the ceiling, then put the cup back down.


    “I’ll have to go the Planetoid,” he said. “Take care of it there.”


    “I can arrange – “


    “I make my own arrangements,” Pasquale cut in. “But I want you there. If I’m protecting my client, client’s gotta be there, right?”


    Larry shifted in his seat. He didn’t want to visit the Planetoid until after their plans were complete, which should be within the week. Certainly he didn’t want to be there when it happened, though Miriam said she would be. It would look better, she said, and she knew how to protect herself.


    Of course, if he was there, perhaps to meet with governors like Shafritz who supported the processing plant, then maybe he could make it seem like Miriam died in the general chaos. And he’d be on hand to survey the damage, take an immediate hand in what happened next.


    But the timing was crucial. She couldn’t die before she had Brendan complete his task, and she shouldn’t be around too much after that.


    “Tricky timing,” Pasquale echoed his thoughts, keeping his observant gaze steady. “And the other players – they’re not so easy to get around.”


    “Other players?” Larry asked.


    “Dzarny and Addams. I hear she’s especially difficult, though he’s no slouch either. Just not as flashy.”


    “They’re both under control.”


    “And you’re counting on that?”


    “Are you offering to take care of them, too?” Larry shot back.


    “Only,” Pasquale said, “if it’s in self-defense. Or in defense of my client, of course.”


    Larry paused. That might be a good back-up plan.


    “Of course, that sort of thing can be arranged, but it ain’t easy,” Pasquale continued. “And sniffing through all that shit Miriam’s got ain’t easy either. You’re screwing yourself with that moondust, you know that?”


    Larry found himself once again irritated with Pasquale’s arrogance.


    “What we do to screw ourselves pays you, Pasquale. I wouldn’t complain if I was you.”


    “I’m not complaining. Just telling you. It means extra work for me. Takes more thought and involves more risk.”


    So that was it. Pasquale could squeeze hell out of a job, always accepting the usual rates, then adding expenses from here to the poor house. “Then maybe a bonus would compensate you for your trouble,” he suggested. “10 percent?”


    Pasquale rubbed thoughtfully at his rock-like jaw, and the muscles of his thick face manipulated the possibilities. “I think 5 times the normal rate should be 10 times. And I think I should get half up front, half right before the job’s done.”


    Larry swallowed hard. “That’s a little steep, isn’t it?”


    “What’s the return you expect? Maybe you’ll walk away with a Planetoid?”


    At that, Larry smiled. When he was completing a job he didn’t allow himself the luxury of fantasizing about the rewards. But to hear it said like that felt better than anything he’d ever known. He was out to own a Planetoid. A whole world to do with what he wanted. It was like being God.


    “10 times,” Larry said, “Half up front, and half after completion. Expenses in between.”


    “Good enough,” Pasquale said. He pressed his broad hands onto his knees and pushed himself to standing.


    “When do you want me on the Planetoid?” Larry asked.


    “I’ll let you know. Soon, though, so be ready. And tonight, I want you to call your old lady.”


    “What for?” Larry asked.


    “Tell her you’re worried about her. Women like it when you worry about them. Tell her you’re so worried, you hired her a bodyguard.” Pasquale grinned. “That would be me.”


    “She won’t go for it. She doesn’t like to be interfered with.”


    “She’ll do it if you put it right,” Pasquale said, and then made a sound of derision. “Don’t you know anything about women? You soft-soap her. Talk up the danger. Tell her I won’t be in the way. In fact, she’ll hardly see me except once so I can introduce myself. But you’ll feel better just knowing I’m there. That’s the truth, ain’t it?”


    “Okay,” Larry said. “The timing – “


    “Leave that to me. Like I said, I make my own arrangements.”


    He shook down his pant legs, jiggled his keys in his pocket, and gave Larry one last grin. “It’s always a pleasure,” he said, “doing business with you.”


    When he’d left and the door closed behind him, Larry muttered, “I wish I could say the same.”


    * * * *


    They were having a philosophical discussion. Alex recognized his own voice, saying words he didn’t know if he believed, but saying them with conviction. His hand was stretched out in front of him, and in it was the bottle of what Brendan called poison. He stopped speaking, mid-sentence.


    “What?” Brendan asked.


    “Nothing,” Alex said lamely. “Never mind.”


    He looked around. It was dark out. The stars pierced light into a blackened sky. The moon hadn’t risen yet, and they cast the only light he could find, either outside or in. As he sat and thought about it, he realized he felt horrible. His skin itched, he’d give a lot of money for a toothbrush, all his muscles ached, and his belly felt weighted with sorrow, heavy and complete.


    “No,” Brendan said. “You were saying something important. You were talking about the Killing Times. That it was a matter of population control, and with ten million people dead, the planet had a chance to renew herself a little. Please keep going.”


    They were still at the edge of the rainforest, he saw. In fact, he didn’t seem to have moved from the stump he’d been sitting on, so not that much time had passed since the world appeared to him last. But he had no memory of what he’d been saying, or why he’d been saying it. The Killing Times as population control? Certainly he’d heard that theory expounded, but he didn’t subscribe to it. There were better ways to create zero population growth than that.


    He searched the rounded out corners of his skull to see if any possible reason why he might have been talking about that appeared, but nothing did except that he had better think of some way to move Brendan along, or he’d end a worse case than his prisoner.


    He turned the bottle over in his hand. Had he agreed to help with this? He had a feeling he had. Not a surprise. It was a good strategy to use with a prisoner like Brendan. But did he mean it? And if he said it, would he actually go through with it in one of the strange dream states he kept falling into? He and Jaguar speculated about the effects of Artemis on men, though that seemed like another lifetime. They thought it would increase aggressiveness, and he supposed in a way it did. Maxxed it out. But mixed it so with passivity that it didn’t look or feel like aggressiveness. It was just the inexorable surge of death. Thanatos and Eros, at odds.


    Jaguar once told him she had a theory about men and death. Women, she said, faced death regularly, bleeding every month, having babies at the edge of possible disaster. It was built into their lives. That wasn’t true for men, so they chased death, looking for ways to face it down by acting badly, bravely, or foolishly. At the time, he told her she was generalizing wildly. Now he thought maybe she was just right. Conquering death might be what wars were about after all.


    But for Brendan, death’s appeal was different. He wouldn’t be a conqueror. He would perhaps be rescued by the Mother if he was a good boy and did as he was told. Or he would merge with her in death, relinquishing all self into the void she promised him.


    And his own relationship with death? It wasn’t the Thanatos syndrome Brendan exhibited. He wanted to beat it, or save others from it. Brendan liked the martyr role. Alex preferred to be a hero. He wondered if that would keep him from killing whoever Brendan and the Mother wanted him to kill.


    Brendan walked a little bit away from him and dug his toe in the dirt. “What’s this place made of, anyway?”


    “Dirt,” Alex said.


    Brendan bent down and picked up a handful of soil, put it to his tongue and then spit it out. “It doesn’t taste right,” he said.


    Alex twisted around to look at the trees growing in back of him. “They like it,” he said.


    He stood and walked to Brendan, his legs a little wobbly from sitting for so long, but still holding him up. If he wanted to play the hero, he should make a start while he could. He had a few things to clear up, first. For instance, he had to know if Brendan had another communication device, or if it was only the stones that worked empathic space around him.


    He regarded Brendan’s profile for a moment, then put a hand on his shoulder and turned him around. Brendan blinked at him, but seemed to feel no threat in the gesture. He smiled softly, sadly, as if at someone who refuses to understand. Alex reached a hand tentatively toward him, ran it over the space around him. If there was a transmitter, he should be able to feel it pulsing just below the surface of skin.


    He let the air flow between his hand and the surface of Brendan’s skin, feeling for the different blip that indicated technology. Nothing in his neck or head. Nothing in his arm. Nothing along his back or in his groin or his legs. Nothing, finally in his feet.


    Nothing.


    Which meant it was empathic. Or madness, because he supposed there was still the possibility that Brendan was communicating only with the inside of his own head, and that was somehow catching, like a virus.


    Brendan stood very still, but seemed to somehow approve of what Alex did. When Alex put a hand to his forehead and their eyes locked in the beginnings of empathic contact, Brendan smiled. “You’re like her, aren’t you?”


    “What?” Alex asked.


    “The Mother. You asked how she talked to me. I think you talk the same way. I wish I could, too.”


    Alex took a chance and went subvocal.


    How does The Mother talk to you?


    “Like that,” Brendan said. “Just like that.”


    That, Alex thought, answered his question. Brendan wasn’t an empath, but the Mother was. Or her own contact with Artemis gave her empathic capacities, which worked out to the same thing. And the stones were the conduit. He hoped he’d be able to remember this, retain it the next time he fell into Artemis space with Brendan. He also wondered how many people knew about that, and found himself hoping like hell the Pentagon didn’t.


    “I want to do something,” he said softly. “I want to talk to the Mother inside you. Will you let me do that?”


    Brendan nodded. “I think she’d like you, anyway. She’s not like other women. She likes men.”


    He closed his eyes, as if waiting for a kiss. Alex pressed his fingers against Brendan’s face and allowed the empathic space to open between them more fully. He would go in as far as he could, and come back out with as much information as was currently available.


    “Brendan Farley,” he whispered, “See who you are. Be what you see.”


    * * * *


    As Jaguar and Fiore boarded the shuttle, she knew nothing about the shit hitting the fan with Paul Dinardo, but if she had she would have been pleased both at his distress, and his response.


    Alex’s replacement supervisor, Rod Galentas, called Paul first when the news broke that Fiore was missing, taken hostage when a couple of big cats broke loose at the sanctuary. Reports coming in said that a tall woman with green eyes and dark hair subdued the jaguar. Rod knew who that was.


    So did Paul. Whether it was knee jerk response to avoid bad press, or he was actually doing the right thing would never be clearly ascertained, but his response was to tell a whopper of a lie. “It’s the Feds, Rod,” he said without breaking stride. “They took her. Weren’t you informed?”


    Rod deflated. He’d apparently been looking forward to a ruckus.


    “No, I was not,” he said sternly. He didn’t like any breach in protocol, which was probably why he hadn’t fared too well on Planetoid Three, where breach was a protocol all its own.


    Paul sighed. “Well, you should have been. And so should Peter. I put the paperwork through.”


    “This is highly irregular, sir,” Galentas said disapprovingly.


    So will I be, before this is all over with, Paul thought. “It’s probably your paperwork that’s the problem,” he suggested.


    Galentas looked appalled at the thought.


    “Not your fault,” Paul reassured him. “The situation is highly classified. I guess you and Peter would automatically be closed out. He just got the prisoner and you just got here. Your paper’s not in the computer loop yet.”


    “Classified?” Rod asked, his back stiffening. He did believe in this kind of protocol. “I wasn’t informed -”


    “Yeah, well I’m informing you now. That prisoner has classified information, and the feds need her. And you’re to keep this quiet, Galentas. Understood?”


    “Of course, sir,” Rod said. “Of course. As long as you’re sure it’s all right.”


    “Yeah,” Paul lied. “I’m sure.”

  


  
    Chapter 15


    Home Planet, Connecticut State Wildlife Refuge


    Rachel had arranged to have a car waiting for Jaguar and Fiore at the home planet shuttle station. Fiore remained silent in the shuttle, in the car, all through the drive that took them to the wildlife refuge where they’d be doing their first round of work.


    She didn’t seem afraid. Didn’t seem anything, except perhaps patient. She sat, treelike, and looked ahead. Sometimes, she twisted her neck to peer out to window, up at the night sky.


    Jaguar set up rough camp about a mile into the woods and waited until the moon rose. Then she led Fiore deeper into the woods they occupied. When they were well out of sight of the others, she stopped and gave her a throwing knife.


    “See,” she said, demonstrating how it could be balanced on the edge of a finger. Then, with a flick of her wrist, she sent it flying into the bark of a tree. She retrieved it, and handed it to Fiore.


    Fiore held the knife as if it was precious, balancing it as Jaguar had done, caressing the edge of it. She lifted it to the moon, watching the light play against the metal, then brought it to her lips. Jaguar saw the tip of her tongue flick out to taste it. Then, sighing with profound pleasure, she brought her arm back and tried a throw.


    The knife turned end over end and landed true, with its point piercing a tree.


    “Good,” Jaguar said, watching as a broad grin formed on Fiore’s face. “Now catch me supper.”


    Fiore walked over to the tree, pulled out the knife, and then dropped to her knees. Jaguar observed the way she sniffed at the loamy earth, her fingers moving just behind her face to touch what she had just smelled. She trailed after her, staying within her shadow as she made her way sniffing into the forest.


    When she stopped, Jaguar stopped and watched as her hand folded in a satisfied way over something on the ground. She squinted at it, brought it close to her nose and inhaled, then smoothed it over her cheek, leaving a dark smear from the edge of her eye to her jawline.


    “Deer scat?” Jaguar asked quietly.


    Fiore dropped the spoor, grunted in the affirmative, and stood. She began running, low to the ground, her movements silent and sure. Jaguar followed, and in a sheltered spot beneath a grouping of trees, they saw the small herd of deer, nested down for the night. As they moved closer, a buck lifted his head and gave warning to the others. They clamored into wakefulness, scattering through the trees, and Fiore pinpointed the slowest.


    She pulled her arm back and let the knife fly, her aim as sure as her steps had been. It pierced the neck of the deer, who stumbled, stood, took a step forward, stumbled again, and finally fell as blood poured out of its artery.


    The women waited as the deer’s legs jerked spasmodically, kicking at the ground. When all movement ceased Fiore walked over and pulled the knife out, brought it to her lips and licked at the blood which covered it.


    Jaguar pushed Fiore’s face into the deer’s. “Breathe,” she said. “Breathe, and say thank you.”


    She heard Fiore’s breath moving with the last breaths of the deer, and then she said, “Now take the heart. It’s yours.”


    There was only a moment of hesitation before Fiore cut through to that organ, pulled it from the chest cavity and held it up, steaming and still pulsing weakly, moonlight and blood pouring down her wrists and arm.


    “Go ahead,” Jaguar whispered. “You’re hungry for it, aren’t you?”


    Fiore brought the heart to her lips, and held it there, suspended. Then she bit into it, teeth working hard against muscle, the red splashing her face and running over her breasts.


    Jaguar rocked back on her haunches and sang a wordless melody. She heard Fiore’s feast, gruntings and slurpings and small laughter in the darkness. Then, it all stopped. Silence, and an absence of motion surrounded them.


    Jaguar stopped singing. Fiore was staring at her hands, catching the rich scent of blood and shit. Now she saw herself. Now she saw what she wanted.


    Jaguar scrambled to her side and wrapped her hands over Fiore’s face, finding her way in.


    See who you are. Be what you see, she intoned.


    She started with surface material. Recent memories of daily events. When she was pregnant, shopping in maternity stores. Jaguar could feel the pleasure of life moving inside her. The pleasure Fiore felt at that - a pleasure long delayed.


    Jaguar pushed further in from here, going back in time to when Fiore was not pregnant, trying to get pregnant, the time of frustrated desire. She saw Fiore’s face, hot with rage and grief and the tears that expressed them. But it wasn’t all because she wanted a baby. Something about her husband in there, another woman.


    Then, Fiore, enraged, slamming a hand down on the doctor’s desk, screeching at him to do something for her, do something dammit.


    Fiore, walking, head bent low, toward a lab that had the logo for La Femme on the door. The research labs. Fiore being told the vitamin they gave her wasn’t a fertility drug. Just a way of increasing her health so she might get pregnant. And Karena at the lab with her, taking different vitamins for different reasons.


    Fiore, not telling her husband or anyone about this, but taking her vitamins like holy communion. Then, her dual discovery – that she was pregnant, and that she could look into the mind of the researcher who gave her the vitamins. She’d seen what was in them, where they came from, and she’d tracked her way to the plant where they were made. She stood outside the building, clutching her rounding belly under a rounding moon.


    Realization dawned on Jaguar. Fiore knew what she was taking, and she continued to take it. More importantly, she knew where the plant was. She might also know who ran it.


    Where? Take me there.


    A clear response came back.


    I wanted what they gave me. My husband wanted – a baby.


    Jaguar wasn’t surprised. She already knew this, but Fiore needed to make her confession.


    And Karena? Did she want a baby?


    She wanted money. We were paid well, test subjects. Only Terez didn’t know. Her husband gave it to her to make her want sex more. He worked at the plant.


    Stupid, Jaguar thought. They bought the lie. Thought they could make themselves over in the right image, if only they had the right chemicals. She spoke harshly into Fiore, telling her the truth.


    You’re an empath. A hunter, pyrokinetic. You’ll never be anything else without twisting yourself into little bits. Artemis won’t make you a normal woman with a baby and a husband and a house.


    Jaguar placed an image in Fiore’s mind of the moon sailing weightless over curtains of clouds.


    Look at her. The only power she’ll give is what you already own. That’s what terrifies you most, isn’t it? She told you the truth about yourself.


    Fiore scuttled back on her haunches, trying to escape these words, but Jaguar wouldn’t let her. She lunged, pressed Fiore hard into the ground, feeling the fire that lingered behind her eyes.


    Fiore struggled, then ceased struggling, a hiss of air escaping her lips as her eyes became heated stones in an earthen pit, her hair nothing more than the screaming grass of a forest where animals foraged and slept and fucked and were born and died so that the bones would dissolve and feed the trees and grasses that were her hair.


    Her voice whispered into Jaguar.


    It will kill me.


    Jaguar laughed. She thought of Kali dancing while thousands died, then dancing again so thousands would be born. Fiore was ancient. Her wisdom was the raw knowledge of life and death. She contained fire, which contained both, and she’d have to learn how to own that. Direct it. Stop fearing who she was. Slowly she let the knowledge take hold, let it seep like moonlight into the deepest places. Then she dropped her hand.


    She waited until Fiore opened her eyes and sat up. Her breathing was ragged and the corner of her mouth twitched. She dug in the earth with her hand, brought earth to her mouth and ate.


    “Hecate,” Jaguar said sharply, and prepared to slap her on the back, but Fiore grasped her wrist and stopped her. Jaguar looked at the hand that held her, felt the heat of it, and the intense strength. She relaxed, and Fiore released her hold.


    “Okay,” she said. “It’s all yours.”


    Fiore stood, pointed her body east, and ran. Jaguar pulled in breath and ran behind her, working to keep up. The moon poured light down, and they ran through it, under it, until woods gave way to road. And Fiore kept running.


    Jaguar tried not to think about how much ground they were covering, for fear the thought would stop her from continuing to cover it. She just ran, let her feet pound earth, let her heart and lungs do their job, kept Fiore in her sights.


    The road turned toward a gravel path, and Fiore took her down that, and then began to slow.


    Jaguar caught up with her as she came to a complete stop, raised her face and made a sound like growling. Jaguar followed her gaze toward a long low building a few hundred yards away.


    There were lights on behind the windows, vehicles in the lot. Fiore walked forward.


    “Wait,” Jaguar said, catching up to her, grabbing her arm. “Wait. Is this the plant?”


    Fiore nodded.


    “I’ll call it in,” Jaguar said. “This is all we need. Proof. Evidence.”


    Fiore stared at her. The spirits of the night blazed at the back of her eyes.


    “Fiore,” Jaguar said sharply. “No.”


    Fiore held up a fiery hand, and Jaguar clutched it at the wrist.


    No. Not this. Not here. Not now.


    But heat surrounded them, and fire bit at her face, her hair. Fiore shoved her down onto the ground and ran toward the building.


    No time to think. Jaguar rose and ran after her, with no idea what she could do to stop her prisoner. She only knew she had to keep this building here, intact, until someone else saw it with her.


    Fiore stood at the plant door, hand raised. Jaguar could see the outline of fire in her thoughts. Her only idea was a flying tackle, but before she could take it a man appeared from the side of the building and moved to Fiore.


    “Hell,” Jaguar said. “Hell, no.”


    She dove for his knees. He lost his balance and went down over Fiore who, undeterred, scrambled out from under him, ran back to the door and pressed her fiery hand against it.


    Jaguar turned and rolled into the bushes as the sound of fire roared up in the night, and fire in a great rolling sphere engulfed the building, and something like thunder boomed out across the sky.


    She rose from the bushes to see the man dragging Fiore by the left arm across the parking lot, illuminated by the wall of fire the building had become. She didn’t wait for him to get to her, but strode out to meet him, landing a punch hard on his jaw as soon as she was close enough.


    His head snapped back, and he rubbed at his chin while he regarded her. “What the hell was that for?”


    “What’d you do to my prisoner.”


    “I was trying to stop her.”


    “Who the hell told you to do that?” Jaguar demanded.


    He held a hand out, palm up. “Could we discuss this somewhere else? We’re not gonna be alone very long.”


    Jaguar knelt down to Fiore. “She’s not dead, is she?”


    “Don’t think so. Burned bad, though. It’s a shame. She’s good.”


    Jaguar looked up at him. “How do you know?”


    “I was watching the two of you. In the woods. She could be trained for tracking.”


    Jaguar pushed herself to standing. “She doesn’t need training,” she said. “I have to get her out of her.”


    “She’s going nowhere.”


    “She’s coming with me.”


    “No.”


    Jaguar looked up at him, about to ask him who the hell he was, and then she saw.


    A boulder on top of a mountain, and a great head of golden hair. A small black and gold ring on his pinkie finger.


    “Shit,” she said. “Golden Retriever.”


    “You can call me Pasquale,” he said. “I understand you want my services in a big way. Which means you do what I tell you.”


    Jaguar fought with herself. She needed him. She hated needing people. It cut down badly on her options.


    “Anyway, you’re not thinking straight,” Pasquale continued. “She’ll get to a doctor quicker if we leave her here.”


    The sound of sirens approaching told Jaguar he was right. Dammit, she thought. She’d found the place only to have it destroyed, all evidence slipping out of her hands. And Fiore wouldn’t survive rough travel. She had to leave her.


    “Let’s get out of here,” she said.


    * * * *


    Jaguar made herself as relaxed as possible for one of her least favorite activities – being a passenger in someone else’s wings. They kept low and not too fast so Pasquale could scan the road for an open bar. Jaguar wanted a drink, and she wanted to talk to this man while not in motion. She needed to concentrate with him, she thought.


    They found what looked like a dive, landed and went inside. Jaguar peered through the dim light and noted the only other customers had very few teeth and wore flannel. That felt safe. When Pasquale returned to the table with her two shots of tequila and a pack of cigarettes, she felt even safer.


    He plunked them both in front of her, with lime and a shaker of salt, and sat down across from her to watch the proceedings. Jaguar stared at the sticky tabletop, picked up the salt and cupped the lime between thumb and index finger.


    The first shot felt good.


    The second one felt better.


    “You out to do some damage?” Pasquale asked.


    She shook her head hard as the burning coursed its way down her throat, and rasped back at him, “I already did some damage. I’m out to stop feeling it.”


    She wiped the back of her hand against her mouth, opened the pack of cigarettes, and lit one. This wasn’t the kind of place where anyone would call the cops for illegal smoking.


    Pasquale lifted his glass of beer and took a sip. He lounged back in his chair, leisurely, relaxed. “That’s bad for you. Smoking.”


    “My life is bad for me,” she said.


    “I believe you. You hurt?”


    Jaguar took a deep pull on the cigarette, felt the nicotine course through her, making her dizzy. She didn’t smoke often enough, she decided. “My left leg is killing me,” she said, “and there’s something going on in my ribs I’d rather not think about. How do I look?”


    Pasquale chuckled. “You know how you look. Like a really good meal.”


    “Then I hope you’re not hungry,” she said.


    “Not me,” he said. “My grandmother taught me better than that.”


    “What’s that mean?”


    He turned his glass around and around, lifted a hand philosophically and let it drop again. “My grandmother made homemade pasta,” he said. “From the time I was a little boy, I ate good homemade pasta. It was great, except now I can’t eat the crap that comes in boxes.”


    “Does that mean something?”


    “It means I won’t try food that’ll spoil me for what’s available on a regular basis. I hear that’s you.”


    She shrugged. If it was an insult, she didn’t mind owning it. But she wanted the terms of their relationship stated clearly. “This is business,” she said. “That’s all. Punto. Finito. Just business.”


    “From what I here, that only encourages you.”


    She startled, flicked ash onto the floor. “What do you know about it?”


    Pasquale shrugged his mountain shoulders. “When I take on a job, I find out everything. So I know everything about you.”


    “Then,” she said, “you know what the job is, don’t you?”


    “Yeah,” he said. “I know. You’re looking for Alex Dzarny. And I owe a friend of yours, so if it all checks out, I’ll find him for you.”


    “What’s to check out?”


    “How come you’re doing this for this guy?”


    “If you know everything else, then you should know that,” she said.


    “I know he’s gone with a prisoner. I know about the moon mining and that you want to stop it. I know about that plant your friend blew up tonight. Now I wanna see if you know how to tell the truth. So tell me, why’re you doing this for him?” he asked, punctuating the words with his finger in the air.


    “Good supervisors are hard to find,” she said.


    “Bullshit.”


    Jaguar lifted her shotglass, saw that it was empty, and licked the bottom of it. She put it down on the table hard. She didn’t take offense at what he said. He was right to call her on it.


    “Because,” she said, “he’d do it for me.”


    “You think?”


    “I know.”


    Pasquale considered her, and nodded as if concluding a conversation with himself. “There’s more, but you ain’t ready to say it to yourself, much less me, so technically you’re not a liar.”


    “Thanks.”


    “You’re welcome. How do you know he’s still alive?”


    “If he was dead, I’d know it.”


    “How?”


    “How do you know things?”


    Pasquale chuckled lightly and considered her some more, turning his glass around and around. He lifted his head and sniffed the air around her. “You smell like mint,” he said.


    “I know,” she said, “But I’m not the one you’re supposed to sniff. Can you find him?”


    “Does he want to be found?”


    “I don’t think so,” she said honestly. “In fact, I think he’s hiding.”


    “From what?”


    “Me.”


    “Why?”


    “So he won’t kill me.”


    Pasquale looked at her keenly. “He’s good at hiding?”


    Jaguar nodded. “Among the best.”


    “Then I’ll need something from him.”


    “What?”


    “Something important to him. Something that stays in his mind, regardless.”


    Jaguar dropped her cigarette on the floor, ground it out with her foot. “I don’t have anything like that here.”


    “That’s okay. He ain’t here anyway.”


    “You know that?”


    “I checked it out.”


    Jaguar leaned back in her chair. “How much?” she asked.


    “What?”


    “How much do you want from me? What’ll you try to soak me for before you tell me he just can’t be found?”


    “What the hell are you talking about?”


    “I’m talking about whatever game you think you’re playing, you arrogant son of a bitch. Just like that, you checked out the whole goddamn world and you know he’s not here, but you need something to find him? You sell snake oil on the side?”


    Pasquale smoothed his lower lip with his tongue, lifted his glass and drained the contents. He carefully placed it away from him on the table and, swiftly, easily for a man his size, moved to press the blade of a knife against her throat.


    She hadn’t seen it coming. She sat very still, staring at his hand, with the small, unlikely ring on his pinkie. It was intricately carved, she noted, with a circle of leaves around the face of an animal who had black diamond eyes.


    “I don’t like insults,” he said, smiling. Anyone watching would think he was caressing her, from the way his hand moved, the knife cupped hidden within it. She knew this move. She’d done it herself more than once.


    “I don’t like assaults,” she returned, flicking her knife out from her wrist, letting her hand stay still on the table and holding him in a steady stare.


    “Don’t try that on me,” he said, still smiling. “I know about empaths, and how to deal with them.”


    She felt the blade against her flesh and figured her odds. She’d beaten worse, she thought. “Maybe,” she said. “Or maybe not.”


    He ran the edge of the blade against her skin, and with his other hand smoothed her hair back from her face. His smile widened. “Now who’s being arrogant?” he asked. Then he retreated into his seat, the knife disappearing from view. “If I was looking for money, I wouldn’t be trying to get it from a Planetoid Teacher. I know what they pay you. Ever think of that?”


    She shrugged, stayed silent.


    “Here’s something else to think about,” he continued. “There’s only a few shuttleports he could come in on, so I didn’t have to check the world.”


    She shrugged again.


    “You’re not gonna trust me, are you?”


    “Not even a little bit,” she said crisply.


    “Tell you what, then,” he said. “You go ahead and don’t trust me, and I’ll go ahead and do my job – which I’m doing because I owe someone a debt of honor. In my family, that means something. That work for you?”


    Jaguar relaxed. She pressed the button that retracted her own knife. “It’ll do for now. You got a shuttle pass?”


    “A few.”


    “Ever been to the Planetoids?”


    “Once or twice. Never as a prisoner. And I plan on keeping it that way.”


    “Suits me,” she said, “just fine.”

  


  
    Chapter 16


    Home Planet, Barone Estate, Connecticut


    Barone heard about the fire in the plant on the news, which called the building an abandoned government facility. It was completely destroyed. The charred remains of three people were found inside. They were believed to be homeless people who camped there. A badly burned woman was found outside. Her identity was still unknown.


    When he was done listening to the story, he put in a call to Miriam, who appeared on her end of the telecom looking calm and collected.


    “You heard?” he asked.


    “Yes,” she said. “Interesting, isn’t it, the way our enemies can work for us when they’re trying their best to do us in.”


    “What does that mean?” Larry asked.


    “I was just wondering what to do with the old place,” she said, “and how to make sure the workers weren’t indiscreet.”


    He felt a twitch in his groin, reminding him of why he’d started working with her on this in the first place. Millions of dollars in loss, and she bypassed all that to move directly to the advantages the situation presented.


    “Good save, Miriam,” he said, “Unless – is it possible you arranged the whole thing yourself.”


    She laughed lightly. “You do know how to compliment a girl, Larry. Was that your only concern?”


    He leaned back in his chair and thought a minute. “How are the plans moving along?”


    “All in the pocket, sweetness.”


    “What about Dzarny?”


    “Him, too.”


    “Are you sure?”


    “Very. And Addams. Poor thing got suspended, you know.”


    “So I heard. I hope it sticks.”


    “It will.”


    He decided to believe her, and move on. He showed her a serious and concerned aspect. “Miriam, I’m worried – not for our plans. For your safety. Listen,” he said, leaning in more closely, “I did something today. For you.”


    Her face softened and she lifted a fluttery hand to her collar, adjusting it. “You did? What, dearest?”


    “I hired a bodyguard.”


    The softness turned to consternation, and looked like moving over into petulance, but Larry kept going. “He’s the best, and I don’t care how much he costs, you’re worth it. He’ll be up there in the next few days.”


    “Larry, I don’t really want anyone hanging around – “


    “Oh, he’s very discrete. You won’t even know he’s there. He only wants one meeting with you, just to make sure you know what he looks like and so he can find out more about you. Honestly, darling. I think it’s the only way for me to feel secure about you.”


    “If you insist,” Miriam said, trying not to sound cold. She had obviously expected diamonds, or a house or maybe a yacht. Or, knowing Miriam, a small country. But she wasn’t fighting it either, and that was good. Larry smiled.


    “I do,” he said. “I really really do.”


    She leaned away from the screen, and he felt as if he could breathe again, realized he hadn’t been breathing throughout. This was tricky business. “I’ll be on the Planetoid tomorrow, and I know we can’t meet, but if you can sneak away, I’ll be at the Governor ’s Inn on Yonge and Vine.”


    “You’re coming to the Planetoid? Is that a good idea?”


    “Shafritz requested a meeting. It would seem strange if I refused.”


    Miriam shook her head. “Just be careful,” she said. “We’re almost there. And Dzarny is secure, so don’t mess with the program.”


    “I wouldn’t dream of it,” Larry said. “Not at all.”


    Planetoid Three, Zone 12, Rainforest Eco-site


    On the inside of his mind, and within all his vital emotional space, Brendan was one year old and alone. He stared out of the low window near the kitchen table, and waited for something to happen.


    Nothing did. Almost wordless, almost without thought, he turned away from the window and went to the refrigerator and tried to open it, but he wasn’t strong enough, so he sat down hard on the kitchen floor.


    Alone was what he felt, and to him, and to Alex who felt it with him inside the cocoon of empathic space, alone felt like death. It was blank and void and without meaning. It was big and empty and too much to cry about. But he cried anyway. Usually when he cried his mommy came and helped him. He knew that without words, without reason, without thought. So he cried very loudly.


    Nothing happened. The feeling of that was too big for him to handle, and too big for Alex to endure with him. Alone. Alone. Alone.


    She’s dead, Alex whispered into him. She’s dead and she won’t come back. It’s not your fault. You’ll have to find someone else to be your mommy.


    Whispers moved through him, and Alex moved with them, prepared to go anywhere except here. He didn’t think he could take much more of here. But they went nowhere except into the living room, where nobody lived anymore, where curtains moved in and out of open windows as if someone had lived here once. Brendan toddled over to a small table and picked up a grey crayon. He clutched it in his hand and went to the wall, began making swirls of grey on the wall.


    Grey swirls, circles, curves, spirals. Grey filling in the white of the walls. Grey growing on the wall like blood on a rug. It pulsed and spread of its own accord, wrapping Brendan in it, wrapping Alex in it. Wrapping them both in it.


    No, Alex said into him. Don’t stop here. Move on. Move on.


    This was what he’d wrapped himself in from the start. This piece of his life, static and unchanged at his core. The beginning of Thanatos. The beginning of despair, hidden deep inside him, waiting for a space and time to flower.


    Brendan, it’s over. Move on. Move on.


    But he couldn’t because the grey was a tombstone he’d laid over life too long ago to even have words to talk about it. A tombstone lodged inside his psyche so deep it would take the whole world dying to satisfy its prerogatives. The whole world.


    But not Alex. He wasn’t prepared to go there with him.


    Brendan, he suggested. Go to the Mother. Let me hear her.


    With the same abrupt stillness of a child who stops running, the grey stopped whirling around them and was still.


    Alex saw scenes shift and melt, saw time occur in events following one another swiftly and smoothly. An orphanage. A school. A college. Some girls.


    Then an office. Quickly like smoke in mirrors, another office. Then, a white room.


    Very white. Windows open. Curtains blowing in and out softly, silently. A woman in the room. He couldn’t see her, but he caught the scent of her and it was familiar. Brendan stood at a white desk in the white room and opened a drawer, took out stones. Grey, smooth stones. He pocketed three, continued to hold one, and when the woman stepped close to him, he accused her with it. Held it up to her and shook it at her. She grabbed his arm and held it tight. Pulled him close and held him. Just held him.


    There, there, she said. There, there. It’s all right. Mother is here now. Mother is here.


    Deep peace filled him. She guided him to a white couch, where he sat with her and let her hold him, rock him, hold him more. With Brendan’s breath Alex breathed her in. With Brendan’s eyes he saw her face.


    Miriam Whitehall.


    Alex was so shocked he let go of Brendan, snapping the empathic contact with painful sharpness.


    Brendan reeled back from his hands and clutched at his head, stumbled left and right and left again.


    “Jesus, I’m sorry,” Alex said. He put his arms out to keep him from walking into a tree and instead Brendan walked into him, leaned on his shoulder and sobbed.


    Alex closed his arms around Brendan’s thin back and held him. “There, there,” he said. “There there. It’s all right now.”


    * * * *


    They took public transportation to the Zoo and animal sanctuary, on Paquale’s advice. He said it was the last place anyone would think to look for her. She figured he was right. She walked him through the sanctuary, down the long path to the breeding complex, where Marie was waiting to let them in.


    Marie took a look at her – a little scraped up on the face and arm, dog-tired and depressed. “When’s the last time you ate food?” she asked, leading them inside.


    Jaguar shrugged. “It’s been awhile. Anything new here?”


    “All quiet.”


    “Anything from Rachel?”


    “Nothing new. She’ll be here later.”


    “Everyone come out clean?”


    “Rachel’s okay. Pinkie’s in hiding. The Animal control people spotted her hair.”


    “I told her,” Jaguar said. “What about Gerry?”


    “They’re watching him, but they haven’t pulled him yet.”


    Jaguar sighed. Not too much damage then. And if they survived this, if they brought it to conclusion, nothing they couldn’t repair.


    When they entered the house, walking through the hall and into the kitchen, Pasquale looked around appreciatively.


    “Nice place,” he said. “Good kitchen.”


    “Marie likes good food,” Jaguar said. “You’ll enjoy it when you get back.”


    “Where am I going?” he asked.


    “You’ve got a job,” she said. “Find Alex. Now.”


    Pasquale smoothed his hair back. “For a woman who’s not paying me, you sure ask for a lot. Besides, I can’t go anywhere until you get me something to track him with.”


    Jaguar turned from him, tapped a finger thoughtfully against her lip. “Marie,” she said, “can Rachel get into my place, or Alex’s?”


    “Gerry says they’re both being watched.”


    “Then Alex’s office. Could she get into that?”


    “Sure,” Marie said. “But I don’t know if Galentas’ cleared out Alex’s stuff.”


    “They put Galentas in his place? I’m glad I’m suspended then. But even if he cleared his stuff out, he’d have it all stored nice. Anal retentive types have their uses. Call Rachel. Tell her to bring something from his office.”


    “What?” Marie asked.


    “Something - personal?” she turned her question to Pasquale.


    “Personal,” he agreed. “But not like underwear. Something he thinks about whether he wants to or not.”


    “Okay,” she said. “Okay. Tell her to look for a little clay figurine of a panther. It’s painted black, and - ” she paused. Naming the objects in his office did something to the inside of her chest. The thought of Galentas occupying it didn’t help, either. “Tell her if she can’t find the panther, look for a clay bowl with a red feather in it. She’ll know. And in case anyone’s listening in, come up with a reason for it, okay?”


    Marie made her way to the telecom in the living room, and Pasquale seated himself contentedly at the kitchen table, where two loaves of fresh bread and a jar of homemade jam kept him busy. Marie brought out wine and slices of meat and cheese to go with them, and talked with Pasquale about how to cook game meats like venison, recipes for fresh fish, the secrets of good sauce for pasta. Jaguar sat at the table and ate nothing. While they talked, she waited.


    “You should eat something,” Marie said to her.


    “Yeah,” Pasquale agreed. “This is very good food.”


    “Not hungry,” she replied.


    He leaned over and tapped her arm. She gave him her attention. “You wait too hard,” he told her. “Time’s gonna pass whether you’re watching it or not.”


    He tore off a chunk of bread and handed it to her. She took it and chewed on the end, then tossed it away.


    When Rachel arrived, while Pasquale was making himself a cup of coffee, showing Marie the proportions of water to caffeine that he preferred, she was still waiting hard.


    “Hey,” Rachel said, going over to Jaguar. “You okay?”


    She waved a hand noncommittally. Rachel shook her head, then looked over toward Marie and Pasquale, at the stove. “Who’s he?” she asked, jerking her head toward him.


    “Gerry’s sniffer. Did you find what I asked for?”


    Rachel handed over the small panther, and Jaguar took it from her, stroked it lightly. She’d given it to Alex, and it sat on his desk. She smiled at it, like seeing an old friend, and then felt sorrow stab somewhere in the middle of her chest. She was aware of Pasquale’s eye on her, and thought, I will not let him see me upset.


    “Don’t touch it too much,” he said quietly. “Here. Let me take it.”


    She handed it to him. “Will it work?”


    “We’ll see.” He put it down on the table, and turned back to the coffee.


    Jaguar felt sorrow turn to rage. “Hey,” she snapped at him.


    He turned and stared at her.


    “What’re you doing?”


    “I’ll go after I have my coffee,” he said.


    “How about now?” she asked, being particular to fully articulate each syllable.


    “After I have my coffee,” he repeated, with the same articulation. Then he shrugged. “Look, I just got off a shuttle after a somewhat difficult time, and I’ve eaten a good deal of food. If I jump up and go now, my belly’ll be working harder than any other part of me.”


    Jaguar receded grudgingly into her chair. Rachel took a seat across from her, reached over the table, grabbed her hand, squeezed it and released it. Rachel was one of the few people who could get away with such a gesture, especially when Jaguar ’s mood was up to feral on the scale between wild and tame.


    “We’ll find him,” Rachel said. “It’ll be okay.”


    While Pasquale and Marie chatted and drank coffee, Jaguar brooded as plainly as she could, until Pasquale thumped her on the back. “Okay,” he said. “You got your wish. I’m heading out.”


    She pushed her chair from the table and stood. “Ready when you are.”


    He grinned. “Not a chance, little sister. I’m like you. I work alone.”


    She put a hand on her hip and stared at him hard. “I’m going with you.”


    “No,” he said.


    “What if you find him in a situation you can’t deal with? You know very little of what’s going on here.”


    He raised his massive hand and patted her three times on the cheek. “I know everything about what’s going on here.”


    She counted to ten silently, closed her eyes and opened them again. “If you ever pat me like that again,” she said softly, “I’ll bite your nuts off.”


    His face worked on this for awhile, the massive jaw muscles twisting, the droopy eyes going narrow. Finally his mouth opened in a wide grin. “It’s a deal,” he said.


    Jaguar let her back settle. “When will you be back?”


    “Depends. I’ll know pretty quick if I can’t pick up a trail. If I can, I’ll keep going until I bring him back.”


    She receded into her thoughts. Pasquale gave a neat bow to Marie and Rachel, and exited by the back door.


    And they waited.


    * * * *


    He’s going to kill me, Alex thought, looking at Brendan.


    It was a new thought. One that hadn’t occurred to him before. He wondered if Brendan had just decided to do it. Maybe the empathic contact brought up too much for him. Or it was possible Brendan meant to kill him all along, and Alex just couldn’t see it.


    Either way, it was true now. He’d sobbed on Alex’s shoulder for a long time, let himself be held and rocked as if he was a baby, and then, he’d pushed himself away from Alex, walked a few feet beyond him, shuddered once or twice, and fell silent.


    When he turned around to look at Alex again, he was smiling, and Alex knew what his intent was. Brendan meant to kill him.


    As they prepared for sleep, Alex could read it clearly. He was going to kill him, and - something else. Kill him and use the poison. No. Have Alex confirm the water supply source, then kill him, then use the poison. Miriam’s bottle of death and madness. Apparently, it was time.


    “Tired?” Brendan asked him, smiling sweetly.


    “Yes,” Alex said. “You?”


    He nodded. “We have some busy days ahead.”


    “Yes,” Alex agreed. “The Mother told you when, didn’t she?”


    He was almost beatific, with the moon pouring light onto his face. “She’ll make it easy for you, at the end,” he promised. “You won’t feel a thing. Won’t even see it coming.”


    “Thank you,” Alex said, as he lay down, hands behind his back, and considered the stars.


    “But – you’re not going to sleep, are you?””


    “No. I’m just – thinking.”


    “Yes. Of course. You know what to do? You remember?”


    Did he remember? Something he was supposed to do?


    Brendan sat up and leaned on one elbow, looking down at Alex. In his hand, he rubbed a stone. Remember? You have to kill her.


    Kill her?


    Yes. He had to kill her. That was his job, before the Mother killed him. The world was very green here, and the color was all that mattered to him because he could smell it, and it would tell him where to go, what to do, how to do it.


    Brendan pressed a stone in his hand.


    Kill her. Kill Jaguar with her green eyes, her silky hair, her body like that of any animal, unaware of its own grace, immersed in unselfconscious beauty.


    “I’m going to sleep now,” he said, and rolled over.


    Alex stared at the stone in his hand, focused his will, tried to throw it away.


    It stayed in his hand as the world began to turn many colors that were not attached to any living thing. And it was time for him to leave.


    He stood, began walking, still clutching the stone. He moved through a series of old dreams, none of them pleasant, and then swam in white, cold fog. He walked through thick swamps, fetid and full of sound. He walked through all the colors that would not stay attached to any living thing.


    He kept walking.


    A small part of his mind remained aloof, uninvolved in this walking. It reminded him of what Jaguar taught him about defeating locks. You focused not on the lock, but on where you wanted to be.


    What did he want? What did he want?


    Did he want to kill her? The aloof part of his mind told him he’d better find out, before it was too late.


    He breathed in deeply, his thoughts turning toward her. He remembered the feel of her lips against his. He remembered her hand clasping the back of his neck, pulling him close, her body pressed against his. She was warm and sweet as sun after summer rain. She was clear as the scent of mint.


    His legs felt weak with the memory of desire and he stopped walking. His hand began to shake, and the stone dropped onto the ground.


    He gasped as the world came back into his vision, dark and full of night sounds, none of which spoke in human tongue.


    “Jesus,” he said, looking around.


    He was standing just outside the eco-site, looking at the barren zone between it and the nearest road.


    He looked at the stone on the ground at his feet and waited for his mind to start working again.


    He’d left Brendan. Why? To kill Jaguar?


    No. Desire moved in him too strongly for Thanatos to take over completely. He wanted to see her. He wanted to go back to himself.


    He stared down at his hand, which tingled as if he’d just left the Adept space. “I sure as hell hope that’s it,” he muttered.


    He wished his brain would work more coherently. He pushed his hands through his hair, moved his feet up and down on the ground, trying to feel connected to something real again. He had to think. Brendan wanted him to kill Jaguar, poison the water supply, then die.


    Or not Brendan, so much as Miriam wanted that. Not a bad plan, if you wanted to get yourself a Planetoid. He’d take the fall for the devastation, Jaguar would be dead at his hands. She could step in and make everything better. The Mother.


    He wondered if Jaguar knew any of this. He’d been isolated here with this madman, going mad himself. But what was Jaguar doing? Did she think he was dead? Insane? Did she think he’d broken his word about staying in touch? Was she alive and well?


    He’d find out soon enough, he supposed. But there was one more thing he had to do. He took off his jacket and quickly put the stone in the inside pocket, then wrapped it in as many layers as he could, making it tight and small, with a sort of handle that he could hang onto.


    He would like to just leave it, but he had to get it to Jaguar, so she could get it to someone who would analyze it and say it was Artemis. It was their only evidence of moon mining. He had to get it to her, then leave before he did any harm.


    So far Eros beat Thanatos, but he wasn’t staking her life on whether or not that would continue.


    * * * *


    When Pasquale returned, Jaguar was still sitting at the kitchen table, silent. Waiting. Rachel had gone back to work, and Marie was outside, working in the yard. The door opened, and she picked her head up, looked at him and waited some more.


    He shook his head. “There’s interference,” he said. “I can’t get a trail going.”


    “Can’t get a trail going,” Jaguar repeated, her voice dangerously low and soft.


    “Yeah. In fact, every time I tried, it pointed me back to you.”


    “But – why?”


    He lifted a shoulder, let it fall. “Maybe you touched the piece too much. Maybe there’s too much of you in it and not enough of him. From what I hear, that’d be about right.”


    “What kind of shitty editorial comment is that?” she asked.


    “You got more ego than anybody I ever met, and it don’t leave much room for anyone else. But you already know that, and seems like you’re kinda proud of it, so I’m not telling you news.” He turned up his large, elegant hand. “If you thought about him as much as he thinks about you, I might get some luck. As is, I can’t do a thing.”


    She pushed her chair back and stood. “Can’t you?” she asked quietly.


    Pasquale glanced at her suspiciously. “That’s what I said.”


    She shoved her chair out of the way and walked to where he stood. “If you can’t find him from something I made for him that sits on his desk and has his thoughts often, either your reputation is bullshit, or you’re giving me bullshit.”


    Before he could respond, she flicked her blade out from her wrist and held it up to his face. “Which is it?” she asked. “Are you incompetent, or a liar?”


    She took a step forward. He took a step back. She took another step forward. He took another one back. She took one more step, but he could go no further, because he was against the wall.


    She noted this, and smiled. “What’s your game, asshole?” she whispered, and brought her blade up to his throat.


    The door creaked open, and Jaguar heard Marie gasp. “Mary and Joseph,” she said.


    Jaguar ignored her, kept her eyes hard on Pasquale. “What’s your game?”


    He stayed very still, like a mountain with a boulder on top. Marie took two steps back and also stood still.


    “I can’t find him,” Pasquale said calmly. “There’s no game. I just can’t get a trail on him. Maybe I need different material?”


    “Like what?” Jaguar asked, pressing the edge of the knife closer to his throat.


    “Why don’t you bring me his heart on a platter? That seems like your style.”


    Rage flashed in her eyes, moved through her body and into her legs. “Where’s my knee?” she asked him.


    Before he understood the question, she showed him, bringing it up hard enough that his eyes bulged. He lunged forward, wrapping his meaty hand around her wrist and holding her there. She didn’t struggle because she knew that was pointless. She just let him hold on, keeping her eye on his pinkie ring as his hand moved with increasing and lessening tension.


    She was aware that Marie had left the room, and figured she’d gone for her shotgun. She’d be back soon. Jaguar amused herself by staring at the black glittering eyes in his pretty little ring.


    Then, she blinked. Looked again. Cursed softly under her breath and raised her gaze to his.


    He was focused, alert to whatever move she might make.


    She showed him a smile. “Hi there,” she said. “So nice to meet you.”


    Pasquale’s heavy brows folded down hard. “What?” he asked.


    “Let her go,” Marie’s voice answered, and Jaguar turned to stare into the muzzle of a shotgun.


    “Christ,” Pasquale said. “You’re all whacked.” He released Jaguar, and she rubbed her arm.


    “It’s okay, Marie,” she said. “Just a discussion we had to conclude.”


    “Did you? Conclude it, I mean,” Marie asked.


    “Oh yeah,” Jaguar said. “I think we understand each other perfectly now. At least, I think I understand him.”


    She turned back to Pasquale. “I’ll find something else for you to track him with. Something he can’t possibly hide from.”


    She headed for the front door, kicking a lamp over just for fun on her way out.

  


  
    Chapter 17


    The Town Park offices were locked up tight with nobody around when Alex stumbled up to them. He made his way to the airvan office and found that also closed for the night. He’d forgotten that some people actually kept regular hours, went home after work and slept. He made his way to the back lot and found the airvans parked and empty, with two empty hovercabs nearby.


    “Not even a cabbie,” he muttered. “Shit.”


    He went to them and found them locked. Fatigue coursed through him, and the weight of the stone he carried didn’t help. He had to get rid of it. Had to get it to Jaguar.


    He turned back to the hovercab and focused his attention on the door. If he could get it open, he knew how to get it started, which was something Jaguar never learned since it involved overriding the computer in the ignition complex.


    She was great with locks, but hell on computers.


    When a small click told him he’d done it, he almost sobbed with relief. The door opened, and the ignition kicked in easy, and he was off. As he flew, he put the stone in the glove compartment. Whether psychological or physical, he felt his burden lift.


    Then he realized he wasn’t sure where to go. To his apartment? To Jaguar’s? He swooped past her place first, but moved on quickly when he saw the surveillance vehicle parked in front of her building. When he tried his own apartment he saw more of the same. He moved on. He turned the corner and put a few blocks between them, then brought the hovercab down on the street.


    Now what?


    He wanted a closer look to see if he could spot the team in the vehicle. They might be just as inclined to give him information as arrest him. He got out of the hovercab, stuck his hands in his pocket and walked, whistling softly as he went.


    After a block he stopped at a shop window to give himself time to look around. In his peripheral vision he caught sight of a familiar face coming toward him. He looked into the window, and as the person passed, saw their reflection in the window. At first he thought it was just one more hallucination, and waited for it to sprout wings and fly away, or dissolve into colors that poured strange energy through him. When it didn’t, he spoke to it.


    “Rachel,” he said. “How’s it going?”


    She stopped, turned, gaped. “God almighty,” she said.


    “Not yet,” Alex said, “though I may have come close a few times. I think we should walk, don’t you?” He took her arm and moved her forward, smiling at her shock.


    “Jesus - I mean, Alex - where’ve you been? And what’s that beard about? Are you okay?” she asked.


    He took her questions methodically, in order. “Camping out with lunatics, where there’s no shaving apparatus, and I’m sometimes okay. I think. My turn now. Why is there surveillance on my apartment building?”


    “Because,” Rachel said, “there’s a warrant out for your arrest. We’re waiting for one on Jaguar, too. She borrowed a prisoner. And lost her.”


    Alex stopped walking, and pressed a hand to his forehead. Not much had changed in his absence. Chaos ruled, and Jaguar helped.


    “You better start from the top,” Alex said. “What am I charged with?”


    “Murder,” Rachel said.


    Alex frowned, looked up and down the street. The woman on the bridge. They were putting that on him. “Maybe,” he said, “we better keep walking.”


    As they walked, Rachel filled in the remainder of the gaps, from the hearing that left Jaguar suspended, to current events, which included Jaguar’s return from the home planet without Fiore, and with Pasquale. About Pasquale’s failure to find him, which she’d just heard about, and Pinkie’s status as persona non gratis on the Planetoid. As Rachel spoke, Alex began to realize that his stint with Brendan was a picnic in the park compared to what Jaguar was dealing with. And he realized they were in a hell of a lot more trouble than even he’d anticipated.


    At that point, he stopped walking. “Where is she?” he asked.


    “At Marie’s. She’s staying there, in the attic room. She’s been half out of her mind trying to find you.”


    He felt the pull to see her, lunar, undeniable. You want her. She makes you want her. He took in a deep breath and released it. He would not allow himself to sink into surrealism. The feeling passed, and was quickly replaced by a hopefulness he hadn’t felt in days. He looked at Rachel’s face, filled with hope. Artemis stones, he thought, are an empathic amplifier for the emotions of those around you. With Brendan, he felt despair. With Rachel, he felt health and hope.


    “Alex?” Rachel asked. “Are you okay? And what’s that bundle you’re carrying?”


    “It’s a long story. Listen, Rachel. Do me a favor. If I sort of space out, slap me or something. I’ve been taking hits off of Brendan’s Artemis, and it’s making me strange. Where’s your car?”


    “A few blocks down. I’ve been parking and walking at night, to see if they’re still watching your place and Jaguar’s. Why?”


    “Go get it, then come get me. No. Wait. There’s a little store a block east. A drugstore. They have mints that come in tin boxes. Get me one.”


    “A craving?”


    “I want the box. And get some tissues, too.”


    She frowned, shrugged, then went. She’d done stranger things lately.


    He waited, staring at a window which he supposed was a shop window. Saw that he was staring at a display of women’s cosmetics. Thought of Brendan. Thought of Jaguar, thinking of him. All thoughts, leading back to that home. Desire, a winged creature taking flight inside him.


    Rachel pulled up to the curb, and he got inside her car. She handed him the tin and he emptied it, carefully but quickly unrolled the stone, slipped it into a bunch of tissues and from there into the tin, which he closed tightly and wrapped in the plastic bag it came in.


    He put it in the glove compartment and again felt immense relief.


    “You got your notebook with you?” he asked.


    She reached into her back seat and pulled it up, handed it to him. He opened it and stared.


    “Password?” he asked.


    “Depends,” she said. “Whose file you want?”


    He grinned, and shook his head. “You know, Rachel, I remember a time when you were reluctant to play hacking games. I don’t know that Planetoid work has been good for your morals.”


    “It’s been very good for them,” she said. “Taught me right from wrong, and when to use which one. Whose file?”


    “Miriam Whitehall,” he said. “Her private files.”


    Rachel glanced at him.


    “That’s E 5 Sam Sam control 18,” she said, punching it up, “We’ve already been through it a few times. There’s nothing on it we can use. Nothing to prove anything against her.”


    “You know about her?” he asked.


    “Jaguar’s known since right before she got suspended. She just can’t find a way to prove anything, and it’s making her crazy. You know how she is.”


    He nodded. He knew. She’d be even more crazy when she found out what Miriam’s plans were. Sabotage, to be seen as the work of a crazed empath supervisor. But he had the moonstone now. Proof positive at last. He put the computer away.


    “Okay. Then let’s go.”


    Rachel didn’t ask where. She pulled out into traffic, and pointed the car toward Marie’s.


    “I can get you through the checkpoints at the breeding complex with my pass, then I have to go pick up Gerry. I’ll bring him back to Marie’s in case you need us,” she said. She glanced his way, looked him up and down. “You can grab a shower there, too.”


    “You trying to tell me something?” Alex muttered.


    “Well,” Rachel said, “I don’t think I have to, really.”


    “No,” he said. “You don’t.”


    Alex put his head back, closed his eyes. They’d be there in ten minutes. He’d find something better to contain the stone in, and take a quick shower, wash the moon off his skin before he exposed it to anyone else. He’d wait for Rachel to come back with Gerry, and they could all go talk to Jaguar together. That would be safe.


    If he wasn’t alone with her, then he couldn’t kill her.


    * * * *


    Rachel unlocked Marie’s door for him, and left him to shower and shave, which seemed to clear away the cobwebs even more. He wrapped himself in a robe, found a cardboard box to put the tin box in and wrote an address on it. He put it in his robe pocket and sat at the kitchen table to wait for Rachel’s return


    The house was quiet. Outside, there were no sounds of the city. Only peepers making their small sounds in the dark, calling for a mate, a mate, a mate. Rachel said Jaguar was in the attic. She was very close. He closed his eyes and searched for her thoughts, wanting the jungle of her dreams if he couldn’t have her physical presence.


    He had a clear sense of her, breathing softly, body relaxed, mind wandering through scattered images of a large man who wore a strange ring. Then his own face appeared in her dreaming. His own face next to hers, mouth on her hair, her breath against his neck.


    Do not stand up, he told himself. If you stand up, it’s all over.


    He rose and made his way to the attic.


    He opened the door to her room carefully, silently, then stood inside and looked at her. He took the box with the moonstone out of his pocket and put it on a bureau. He watched her for a moment, then took a step closer to the bed.


    Stay where you are, he told himself. Don’t get any closer.


    He walked silently to the foot of the bed and stood there, watching her sleep. He was reluctant to wake her, both as a matter of courtesy and as a matter of safety. He knew how quick her reflexes were. If he stood at her head, she’d bring her knees up. If he knelt at her side, she’d roll into him, probably with her knife drawn. He could see it, gleaming at her wrist, under the nightshirt she was wearing. She’d kicked herself loose from the covers, and her legs were naked. He resisted the urge to touch them.


    Stay here, he instructed himself. Here is close enough.


    He moved to the side of the bed.


    Even from where he stood, he could smell the moon around her and feel how it pulled him to her. Different than Brendan, though. Lively and full of fire. Alive and prepared to kick. It seemed a long time since he’d seen her last.


    Just stand here and look, he told himself. Don’t touch her.


    He saw his hand reach for her, moving against his direct command.


    But before he touched her she shot upright, grabbed his wrist, twisted and pulled.


    He rolled with the twist and was on the bed with her, making a grab for her arm as her blade shot out from the sleeve of her nightshirt. He rolled onto his back and she was over him, straddling him, her arm raised high, blade gleaming. He kept her wrist locked in a firm grasp, holding it back.


    Jaguar. It’s me. Alex.


    She looked at him hard, her eyes growing large in the dark, her mouth forming the syllables of his name.


    He let go of her arm. She retracted her knife and swayed over him, braced her hands on the bed next to his face. Then she pressed her palm against his cheek and held it there.


    Alex. Alex. It’s you.


    Everything in her thrummed with joy and relief. He leaned into her hand. Sweet. It felt sweet.


    She lowered herself, her hand exploring his face, her face close to his, the weight and smoothness of her skin pressed against his thighs.


    She was the color of sand on the floor of the desert. Her eyes caught moonlight and held it. Somewhere far away, he tried to tell her there was no time and it wasn’t safe. He thought he spoke, but he couldn’t be sure. The skin of her legs was against his and there was no barrier left between them. She had fire in her skin and the moon in her eyes. She was close enough for him to breathe into her lungs, and the moon washed through her to him, and he could no longer instruct his hands not to pull her down to his mouth.


    Here, he said to her, to himself. Here, Jaguar.


    He told himself clearly and firmly that he must not. Not yet. Not here, not this way, with the moon in them both. But it felt so good and he would rather drown in her eyes, be burned by her skin than fade into Brendan’s despair, a shadow of a shadow of fear. Her eyes could swallow him right here. Her eyes and her hand, and he would be content.


    Then his mouth was against hers and hers warm as light on his and she was pressing herself into him, her desire an animal with wings that carried them both over the edge of the abyss they’d skirted for so long. He drank from her, drank from the source of energy that belonged specifically to her and nobody else in all the universe.


    She struggled with his robe, tugging at the belt, her eyes hungry and her body warm and sweet and naked under the thin nightshirt.


    “Wait,” he whispered hoarsely, “Wait. Jaguar.”


    “No,” she said. “I won’t wait. No more.”


    He laughed softly. “Until I get this thing off, I meant.”


    She kissed his neck, his chest, while he freed himself of encumbrances. It seemed to him as if they fell off the dark side of the moon into a space empty of everything except the two of them. All his fear was gone. He wasn’t here to harm her. He knew what he was doing, and meant to do it, meant to find his way to her through this unexpected night.


    He fell into her as if she was the center of everything he’d ever wanted, his hands recognizing her shape from the memory of nights he’d gone to sleep dreaming of it, his mouth knowing the taste of her from long desire.


    Her hands soothed all questions, left none remaining except one - how much pleasure could he offer her, in exchange for the bliss she was giving to him.


    * * * *


    Gerry was walking from his apartment toward Rachel’s when he walked by a diner and thought he saw someone he knew inside. He passed the window. He stood and stared into the window, mouth slightly open, asking himself what was the right thing to do. He didn’t want to interrupt anything, but it would be good to say hello. On the other hand, if it was business, he really didn’t want to interrupt. He knew how Pasquale was about business.


    Finally, he decided to move on. If Pasquale was here, that meant Jaguar was back, too. He’d catch up with his old friend soon enough. Rachel had left him a message to meet her, and he knew that meant they were going to Marie’s. He was on his way over to Rachel’s now.


    He walked at a leisurely pace to her building a few blocks away. He would have rung her bell but she was just coming out her door.


    “Hi,” she said. “You’re late. I almost left without you.”


    He followed her to her car and got in, settled himself. Rachel yawned big, saying words through the yawn he couldn’t understand.


    “What?” he asked.


    “I said you missed all the fun. I found him.”


    “Who?”


    “Alex. Or he found me. I dropped him off at Marie’s.”


    “Cool,” Gerry said. “And Jaguar’s back, with Pasquale, right?”


    “How’d you know?”


    “I saw him,” Gerry said.


    “You stopped at Marie’s?”


    “No. I saw him on the way over. At the diner. With this pretty woman.”


    Rachel swerved to avoid a dog running across the road. “Again?” she asked.


    “No. Not that I know of. At least, it’s the only time I saw.”


    She ground her teeth. “No. Say that again.”


    “Oh.” Gerry repeated what he’d said.


    Rachel frowned. “But - that doesn’t sound right. What’d she look like?”


    “Pretty. Honey hair. Nice face. Big brown eyes. I think I know her, but I’m not sure from where.”


    Rachel tried to place the description. It sounded familiar, like someone she knew.


    “Y’know,” Gerry said. “She looked an awful lot like Governor Whitehall. Ever meet her? She’s zone 11, but she gets here sometimes for business. She saw one of my shows once. Really nice lady. I didn’t know Pasquale knew her, though.”


    Miriam Whitehall. Meeting with Pasquale. Rachel didn’t like the sounds of that. She felt inclined to tell Jaguar about it right now. But maybe she and Alex had things to talk about. Or not talk about, if she was reading the wind right.


    She’d go to Marie’s and see if Jaguar was available. If not, first thing in the morning, she’d have to let her know.


    * * * *


    Alex trailed a finger down the road of Jaguar’s spine. He let his hand come to rest on the back of her thigh, which he considered as a thing of beauty.


    “Jaguar,” he said, “I have to go soon.”


    She lifted her head from her pillow and looked back over her shoulder at him. “Are you well enough to leave?” she asked. “You were pretty close to the edge when you came in.”


    “You could tell?”


    “Yes, Alex. Of course.”


    “Well, I got here,” he said. “And I feel a helluva lot better now than when I started out. I think,” he mused, “the moonstones amplify existing conditions. With Brendan, that’s a bad thing. With you, it’s more than fine.”


    “That’s how it worked with the women,” she said.


    “The women don’t do Thanatos, though, do they?”


    Jaguar shook her head. “That’s the male reaction, I’d guess.”


    He kissed her shoulder, the back of her neck. “Another discovery I made tonight,” he said. “Eros beats Thanatos every time. Mark it in your notebook for future reference, Dr. Addams.”


    She rolled over on her back, reached up and stroked his face. “Okay,” she said. “But it doesn’t mean it’s safe for you to go back.”


    “Brendan still has his vial of poison for the water system. I have to get it, and bring him in.”


    “Any idea what it is?” she asked.


    “From what I saw in him, my guess is neurotoxins. Make the Planetoid citizens insane or dead, discredit us so Global can move in.”


    Jaguar shivered lightly. “We could tell Paul. Let him send someone else.”


    “And what if he feels obliged to follow protocol?”


    Jaguar considered. Paul just might. “Then you stay here and let me get Brendan,” she suggested.


    “No. Absolutely not. I know him. I’ll bring him in.”


    “That’s fine, if that’s all you plan on doing,” Jaguar said. “It isn’t, though.”


    He was silent. Of course he wasn’t just going to get Brendan. Now that he’d had a chance to review the situation, he wanted to get the Mother close enough to reel in as well. She figured that easy enough.


    “I’m doing my job, Jaguar,” he said.


    “Which is?”


    He leaned on an elbow and traced the line of her jaw with his finger. She caught his hand and held on. “Okay,” he said. “I know. But this is our only chance to connect Miriam to this mess.”


    “Then I’ll come with you. You need back up.”


    “Not happening. In fact, I want you off the Planetoid as of this morning’s shuttle.”


    She grinned at him. “And miss all the fun? With governors screaming and so on? I don’t think so,” she said.


    “I do,” he replied. “If something goes wrong and Brendan uses his little bottle, I want you well out of the way. Besides, someone has to take the moonstone to a scientist I know in Jersey. We’ll need an official analysis for the Hague.”


    “I hate Jersey,” she said. “Send Rachel. I’ll go with you. Alex, you shouldn’t be alone with him.”


    “You shouldn’t be alone with me. You’re the last person.” He stopped, started again. “He wants me to kill you, Jaguar.” He stopped again. Too much to feel tonight. Not enough reason to balance it. “When I’m near him, I can’t trust myself.”


    “You won’t kill me,” Jaguar said.


    “How do you know?”


    She sat up and stretched. “Because I’ll kill you first, okay?” she said. Then she added, more reasonably, “Look, we can bring Gerry if you want. I’ll bet he’s immune to Artemis. Way too crazy already. And we’ll bring Pasquale – Rachel tell you about him?”


    “She said he’s big,” Alex noted.


    “Mountain with a boulder on top.”


    He considered that option. She was right. He shouldn’t go back alone. And he was right. She was the last person who should back him up on this. On the other hand, as far as he could tell there was no one else for the job. And he’d have to knock her out cold to keep her away. For all he knew that was how she’d end up dead. If they brought Gerry, though, it might work. It might keep them both safe.


    “Okay. But I think,” he said, surveying her, “you should get dressed first.”


    “You, too,” she said. “You got an address for the Jersey scientist? I’ll give the moonstone to Rachel and dig up Gerry.”


    “Written on the box.”


    He sat up on the bed, felt a momentary dizziness come and go, and stood. So far so good. He reassembled the robe from the heap on the floor and wrapped it around himself. “My clothes are downstairs. I’ll meet you in the kitchen when you’re ready.”


    She rolled onto her back, still naked, and he was suddenly reluctant to leave the room. He moved back toward her and touched her cheek with his finger. She captured it and brought it to her mouth, licked it lightly, let it go.


    “You understand,” he said, “that right now I’m thinking I’m one of the luckiest men alive.”


    He saw her jaw working. “Then stay alive,” she said.


    “Those were my plans, Jaguar. “


    She nodded, her sea-eyes gone dark in the darkness, wide as the night sky and twice as deep.


    He stroked her hair one more time, to have the feel of it in his hand after he left the room.

  


  
    Chapter 18


    He dressed in the darkness, not rushing. It would take Jaguar time to rouse Rachel and tell her about the stone, the plans. Time to wake Gerry up.


    But as he dressed, he felt space opening up around him. Felt himself fall into it. Felt himself dying, cells sucked dry of life.


    Am I having a heart attack? he asked himself. Am I dying?


    No, he insisted. This can’t be. Not now. Artemis, maybe. Residual effects. Something in his clothes. If he stuck it out, he’d come back. He’d learned that, hadn’t he?


    He leaned against the wall, feeling its gritty texture under his hand, relying on this physical sensation to keep him where he was while he waited to see what would happen next. No voices told him to kill. No despair filled him, or hopelessness or desire.


    What happened next was that he saw Jaguar standing in front of him, saw his hand going to her throat, reaching for it, saw Brendan standing behind her smiling and Miriam standing behind him, her face triumphant.


    The space closed itself, spit him back out into Marie’s kitchen, leaning hard against her wall. He listened to the house, and heard its silences.


    So, he thought. No heart attack or Artemis there. Just Adept space, giving him fair warning. He’d take it.


    He found the keys to Rachel’s car on the kitchen table, as if they’d been left there just for him.


    He let himself out the back door, closing it silently behind him.


    * * * *


    Jaguar made her way to Rachel’s room with the material from Brendan. Rachel was sleeping, but she woke when Jaguar whispered her name and put a hand on her


    “What?” she asked, sitting up fast and blinking. “Is it for me?”


    Jaguar laughed and sat down on the bed next to her. “Sort of,” she said. “You awake?”


    Rachel blinked some more and rubbed at her face. “Not sure. What time is it?”


    “Nighttime. But I have to go.”


    Rachel looked at her hard. “You look - different.”


    She peered down at her green work shirt. “Good color for me?” she asked.


    Rachel shook her head. “Something else. Did Alex find you?”


    “He did,” she said. “We’re on our way to get Brendan, and we need you to do something.”


    “We?” Rachel asked.


    “Alex, and me. Or Alex and I depending on how fussy you are. Are you awake, Rachel?”


    She shook herself. “I’m awake. I just don’t often hear you use that word. We.”


    “We’re going to get Brendan,” she repeated patiently, “and we need you to do something.”


    She handed her the box, pointed to the writing on it. “Get this to that person, at that address. As soon as you can. Call in sick and take a shuttle out today. Don’t open the box. It’ll hurt you. You got it?”


    Rachel nodded, then looked at Jaguar questioningly.


    “No time for answers,” she said. “When we get back, okay?”


    “Wait,” Rachel said. “There’s something you have to know. It’s important.”


    “Okay. Be fast.”


    “It’s Pasquale,” Rachel said. “Gerry saw Pasquale, at a diner with Miriam.”


    Jaguar ’s lips went thin. She closed her eyes and pressed two fingers against them while Rachel reported what Gerry had seen. Jaguar ’s mouth twitched, and then she opened her eyes and smiled.


    “Is he here?” she asked. “Did he come back here?”


    “Yes,” Rachel said. “At least, someone’s in his room snoring.”


    “Don’t tell him where I went. If he asks, say I’m off sulking somewhere. Tell Marie to try and keep him here. I can’t take care of it until we get back.”


    “Go. Good luck, right?”


    Jaguar stood and left the room before Rachel could offer further comment. She wanted to get moving, and she kept feeling twinges of anxiety, as if she was waiting for what would go wrong next. Which, she realized, she was.


    Downstairs, the kitchen was quiet and dim in the night that had turned the corner toward dawn. She recognized the voices of morning birds outside.


    “Alex?” she whispered. Nobody answered.


    She went to the laundry room, but he wasn’t there. Went to the living room, but that was empty. Made her way down into the basement and in the damp, cool dark asked again, “Alex?”


    No answer.


    Her heart began to beat abnormally fast for the amount of energy she was expending. Maybe he was upstairs waiting for her, looking for her. She took the steps two at a time and opened the door to her attic room.


    It was empty. Her heart skipped a few beats before it got back on its track. She pressed her hand to her chest, asking herself why she was so afraid.


    And then, she went to the attic window and saw why.


    There was only one car in the lot. Rachel’s car wasn’t there. She slammed a fist into the wall.


    “No,” she said. “No, goddammit.”


    She clattered down the attic stairs and threw open the back door, ran to the parking lot, where she saw the tracks of a car just gone.


    “No,” she insisted. “No.”


    She turned back to the house, thinking she’d get the keys to Marie’s car and follow him. She wouldn’t be that far behind him, could catch up with him. But at the door of the house, she stopped dead in her tracks.


    She didn’t know where he was going.


    He never told her where Brendan was, and she didn’t ask because she thought she’d be going with him.


    He was gone. Alone, and without weapons because he never carried a weapon casually, said he wouldn’t since the Killing Times. Damn him. He was gone.


    If she didn’t have the evidence of her skin still tingling to his touch, she would have thought the whole episode with him a dream because she couldn’t have found and lost him again so quickly, and she could no more get to him now than she could before he dropped into her bed, into her. But he had been there, and her skin still tingled with his touch. She still smelled of him.


    His scent was on her, in her. She raised her hands to her face and smelled his soap on her.


    “Pasquale,” she murmured.


    He was all she had now. Pasquale, who met with Miriam, and claimed he didn’t have a strong enough scent to track Alex. Pasquale, who was snoring in his room.


    She went through all she knew of him, tried to fill in the gaps on all she did not, and reached a decision.


    “Okay,” she murmured. “So it’s a little dicey. At least he’s available.”


    And if she was walking into a trap, at least she was doing it with her eyes open.


    She went back into the house, walked down the hall to Pasquale’s room, entered it and closed the door behind her. He was lying under the covers, hands behind his head, eyes open. She wondered if he’d been waiting for her. She supposed that would at least save time.


    She unbuttoned her shirt and let it drop to the floor, let her pants slide down after them. When he sat up and gaped at her she knew he hadn’t expected this, no matter what he knew.


    “Put it away,” he said. “I told you I’m not here to - ”


    “You’re here to find Alex for me,” she cut in. “And you need something to track him with. Something with his scent.”


    She could see thought chasing thought behind his eyes. He rubbed at his chin. “He was here? With you? Then, you know where he is, right?”


    “He left before I got his forwarding address.”


    He ran his gaze down and back up the length of her body, then held her eyes with his for a long moment. “He left you behind.”


    She nodded.


    “He’s in trouble,” he said matter of factly.


    She nodded again. “But the one thing he can’t hide from is standing naked in front of you right now.” She lifted her arms wide. “Me.”


    Pasquale knit his thick brow, unknit it. He grabbed a robe from the chair on the side of the bed and put it on, then went to stand facing her. He touched her hair with the tips of his fingers, a gesture of intimacy and admiration. She closed her eyes.


    He walked a circle around her, stopping to breathe deeply at the back of her neck, stopping again to press a hand against her thigh, at the place where Alex’s hand had pressed so recently. He stood still, breathing in and out, deeply.


    “Nice,” he murmured softly. “Very nice.”


    She opened her eyes. “Will it do?” she asked.


    “It’ll do just fine,” he said. “Lemme get dressed, and I’ll meet you downstairs.”


    * * * *


    He waited until he could no longer hear her steps going down the hall, and then pulled out his cellcom and made a call.


    “You ready for action?” He asked when he heard Larry Barone on the other end.


    “What?” Larry asked.


    “Today’s the day,” Pasquale said.


    There was a pause, then Larry spoke. “Today? But we haven’t – “


    “Today. Tell Miriam Dzarny and Addams are clued in and it has to be today. Get her and bring her along.”


    There was a longer pause, then Larry’s voice came back. “Are you sure?” he asked.


    “Now,” Pasquale said, “ Or never. You pick.”


    Larry’s voice again. “Where?”


    “Rainforest site. The far side, where it goes into the wetlands, in a clearing between the two. You’ll see them.”


    “Okay,” Larry said. “Okay.”


    “And bring my money,” Pasquale said. “All of it.”


    When he hung up, Pasquale smiled at his cellcom. He’d delay here for a while longer, and Jaguar would be suspicious, but she’d made a choice to take the risk, so that didn’t matter. He looked at his watch. Half an hour. He’d time it so they left in half an hour. By then Alex would be almost there, and Larry would have Miriam. He’d delay a little more on the ride there, and the timing should end up just right.


    Everything was going just the way he liked it to go. Exactly designed to match his needs.


    * * * *


    When Alex arrived at the ecosite, Brendan was still sleeping peacefully, face angelic and serene. He liked to sleep, he told Alex. It reminded him of death. In his presence, Alex immediately felt heavier, as if he’d swallowed lead. He wondered if Brendan had more stones on him, or if it was just him. Just his despairing presence.


    Alex nudged at him with his foot, and he opened his eyes, blinking in the light.


    He grinned broadly at Alex. “I was having a dream.”


    “Good one?” Alex asked.


    “Very good. There was a man in it. He – he seemed to be my father. I was very young, and he took my hand, said we could go for a walk.”


    Alex waited for more, but it didn’t come.


    “It was very pleasant,” Brendan said. He sat up and stretched, rubbed at his eyes, then reached in his pocket for his glasses. When he pulled them out, a stone fell with them.


    Alex took a step back.


    Brendan picked it up, and held it up to the light. Through a world that was beginning to pulse like a drum, Alex saw Brendan’s face grinning.


    “Why did you leave?” he asked. “To take care of her?”


    “Yes,” Alex answered truthfully. “She’s taken care of.”


    Brendan nodded. “Then we can go on. Will you be my father?” he asked.


    Alex stopped midstride, turned to him.


    “Will you?”


    Yes, Alex wanted to say. Of course I will. He understood that Brendan needed that more than anything else. A father. Not a mother. Male energy, good and strong. But he didn’t feel very strong right now, or at least not strong enough to shift Brendan’s energy around. He saw Brendan looking at him, his eyes glittering and grey like the stone he held.


    If I can block his energy, Alex thought, I can do this for him. He slowly raised a hand, watched it lift as if a crane was pulling it up. He lifted it, then let it fall on Brendan’s shoulder. Time seemed delayed, but that didn’t matter. It was still moving.


    “Yes,” he said, “Of course I will.”


    For a moment, Alex saw a shift in Brendan’s eyes, as if a veil of grey was lifted to reveal a clearer blue beneath. He was aware that Brendan caught at his lower lip with his teeth, and shook himself as if he was seeing something clearly for the first time. Good, Alex thought. Good.


    But now was a delicate moment. Prisoners, when they first cleared, were at their most vulnerable. They had to be held in a careful stillness while they adjusted to what they learned about themselves because otherwise they might back into a grief so deep at what they’d done, who they were, that they’d get suicidal, go mad, choose to go back to what they were. It was when they were clear that they understood the waste of their own lives, and their grief could be bottomless.


    Alex stood for what might have been minutes, or hours, without moving, waiting to see what Brendan would do next. He was about to go subvocal and see what he could see, offer what comfort and reassurance he could, but he never got the chance.


    Brendan gasped, and scrambled away from Alex, standing quickly and turning away. He walked a few feet away, then stopped with his back to Alex and pressed a hand to his temple. With his other hand he clutched at his stone.


    Alex felt the return of normal space and cursed under his breath. Close. He’d been damn close. Well, that was a good sign, he thought, and at least he felt clear right now. Maybe he was learning to deal with this stuff. He looked at the sky and saw that the sun had crept a little higher, but not too much. It was still early morning. He hoped it was the same day he remembered waking up to.


    “Brendan?” he asked tentatively. “You okay?”


    “We have company,” Brendan said, not turning around.


    “Company?”


    “Mother’s coming,” he said.


    “She is?” Alex asked. “When?”


    Brendan turned around to face Alex. “Now,” he said, looking over Alex’s shoulder.


    Alex twisted around and saw Miriam Whitehall and a man whose face he knew from televised interviews – Larry Barone. She was holding his arm with one hand, and in her other hand was a laser-fire gun.


    “Hello, Alex,” she said. “Nice day for a major tragedy, isn’t it?”


    Alex thought of the night he’d just spent. No regrets there, at least.


    “A good day to die,” he agreed.

  


  
    Chapter 19


    They took Marie’s car out of town, Pasquale driving. Jaguar, an uncomfortable passenger at the best of times, alternated between tapping her foot nervously and twirling the music program for something to listen to.


    “Relax,” Pasquale said. “I’ll get you there in one piece.”


    She did not ask him and then what. She continued to play with the music program, tap her foot.


    Pasquale pulled the car to a stop at the border of the rainforest eco-site, nearest the swamps. He got out, and invited her to do the same.


    “We walk from here,” he said.


    “How far?”


    “Half a mile.”


    She followed to where the trees just began to crowd, and then he stopped her with a hand held up. He walked ahead until she just couldn’t see him, then came back and whispered to her.


    “In that clearing. I’ll go with you. No trouble, right? Do as I say.”


    She looked at him, said nothing.


    They walked through a final row of trees and emerged in a clearing where the grass was soft and full, and tree stumps told the story of recent cutting. As they entered, Jaguar felt cold metal at the base of her neck. She stopped walking.


    “Don’t try the knife,” Pasquale said. “I’ll get my shots in first.”


    “A helluva game, Pasquale,” she said.


    He grinned. “Ain’t it, though.”


    Jaguar surveyed the people in front of her. Miriam and Larry, Brendan and Alex. She let her gaze stop at Alex.


    “Hello, Alex,” she said. “Thought you’d get away from me that easy?”


    Miriam didn’t turn her attention from Alex, who stood with his hands up at the end of her weapon while Barone patted him down.


    “No, Jaguar,” he said. “I hoped for once you’d be smart enough to stay away.”


    She narrowed her eyes at him and made subvocal contact. Then you’ve forgotten everything you know about me.


    A ping of laser fire landed near Jaguar’s left foot and she narrowly avoided jumping in response. When she looked away from Alex, she saw Miriam glaring at her.


    “None of that,” she hissed. “Do you understand?” Then, to Brendan, “I thought you said he did it.”


    Brendan ogled her and said nothing.


    “We did,” Alex said, looking to Jaguar for confirmation.


    Jaguar smiled at Miriam. “We would have done it two or three times, but Alex had to get here. I just dropped by to let him know the evidence was safe and en route.”


    Lawrence Barone stepped forward, his face hard and grim. “What evidence?”


    She flashed a smile. “An Artemis stone.”


    “Miriam,” Larry started to say, but she cut him off with a wave of her hand.


    “The only other person who’ll have them is him,” she pointed to Alex. “And once the toxin’s in the water, everyone will be far too busy counting bodies to care.”


    She held her hand out to Brendan, who handed her a small bottle. She held it up to the light. “At least, until the home planet intervenes and the place is cleaned up. Then, of course, decisions will have to be made about what happens next to Planetoid Three.”


    “We’ll track it to you, Miriam,” Alex said. “Neurotoxins carry chemical tags.“


    “But nobody ever tagged this kind,” Miriam cut in. “In fact, it doesn’t even exist as far as the chemists are concerned. It’ll read like water with a little extra potassium in it.” She grinned and lowered the bottle, put it in her own jacket pocket. “It’s an Artemis compound. Designed to bring out the real you. For most people, that’s not a good thing.”


    Jaguar understood. Some people would die instantly, but many more would just go mad and start killing – themselves or others. Those who didn’t go mad or die might be killed by those who did. In any event, the Planetoid would be discredited as a prison system. Officials would say it made people mad. Then Larry Barone would simply buy it, and build a little mansion for him and Miriam. Or more likely, just for himself. Miriam had already outlived her usefulness.


    “Cute,” Jaguar said. “And what about us? You shoot us?”


    “No,” Miriam said. “Something much more beautiful than that.” She turned glittering eyes to Brendan, who jerked his head up and glued his beatific gaze to her face.


    Jaguar watched, fascinated in spite of herself as Brendan held out his hand. Miriam placed a stone in his palm. Silence passed between them, but it was a silence rich with energy. He nodded, walked to Alex, and held up the stone.


    “You see,” Miriam said, “Larry’s insurance company doesn’t have to pay full claim if Planetoid workers are involved.”


    “Jesus,” Jaguar muttered. “We’re an insurance break?”


    Miriam gestured sharply at Brendan, who grabbed Alex’s hand.


    “No,” Alex said, making a fist, but Larry knocked it down and Brendan grabbed it, pressed the stone into it. Alex made a fist with his other hand and brought it up, then stopped.


    Jaguar heard him groan in pain, in despair.


    “Don’t,” she said. “Don’t. Alex - ” She took a step forward and a large hand fell on her shoulder, jerking her back.


    Pasquale put his weapon to her temple and his mouth to her ear. “Stay put,” he whispered.


    She turned her head to the left, and the barrel of his weapon pushed into her. She ran through her options. She could not establish contact, but she could open herself to it, and she did so, feeling the thick fog of despair that moved from Brendan to Alex, feeling how it closed in on him, shut him down, a smothering Thanatos.


    “Jaguar,” Alex gasped, “They want me to - I can’t -don’t let me.”


    Kill her. You have to. Kill her and you won’t be tormented by your desire. She is too attached to life and if you kill her it will be gone. No more desire. No more pain.


    Jaguar felt pain, very deep. From Alex or Brendan? She couldn’t tell because what was Brendan’s seeped into Alex and stayed there, seeking a place to attach itself, a place where it might become part of Alex for good. Pasquale’s hand on her arm tightened and she heard Brendan, soft and seductive as death.


    Whose hands do you want to kill her mine or yours because she will die like all humans she’ll die soon and I could take her or you could because she’s beautiful, too beautiful.


    “Alex,” Jaguar cried aloud, “Don’t listen. Don’t.”


    But he couldn’t not listen. His face was beaded with sweat and his arms were shaking. Words were torn out of him, pushing past what was happening inside him.


    Jaguar. Kill me first. You said you would.


    “No,” she said. “No.”


    Miriam laughed triumphantly. Jaguar twisted to her, and Pasquale pulled her back, but she’d seen enough in one swift look. This was just another part of her plan. If Alex tried to kill her, she would kill him first, and that worked just as well for her as Alex doing the killing. There was no way out. No way to win.


    “He’s gonna go for your throat,” Pasquale told her. “You know what’s next.”


    Alex lunged toward her, eyes not seeing. Jaguar thought of the knife at her wrist. How much time would she have to use it? And who would she use it on? Every muscle in her body tensed.


    Pasquale leaned down, whispered in her ear. “Stay put,” he said. “You forget what he said?”


    What Alex said? To kill him? He said that.


    But he also said something else. Something more important.


    Jaguar, Eros beats Thanatos.


    She relaxed. Stopped everything in herself of fear, or tension, or preparation for death.


    They wanted her grief, her despair. The stone would amplify it, send it to Alex, and they’d be killed by their own fear for each other’s safety. The minute she bought their program, it became real.


    Reality be damned, she thought, and focused on what she knew to be true.


    Alex reached her, and put his hands to her neck. She felt Pasquale’s gun pressed at her head. She smiled.


    She looked at Alex and saw him as he was last night in the dark, his eyes open and searching her face as if it was the most precious thing he’d ever seen. She thought of him caressing her in the dark, his mouth on her skin and her hair.


    Alex, she whispered into him, and desire, that animal with wings, spread itself through her and into him. Desire, that alive and joyful presence. Eros, spreading soft wings over Thanatos, and leaving it obscure.


    It didn’t matter that she had a gun to her head. It didn’t matter that despair filled the air, or that the people in their immediate vicinity wished death on them. They were here. Alive. His hand moved against her throat, but it did not clutch or squeeze. Instead, he smoothed her skin like fine silk.


    “Beautiful,” he murmured. “So beautiful.” He leaned forward, and put his lips to the crescent at the base of her neck, worshipping there.


    “What the hell?” Miriam said, and took a step forward.


    Pasquale released Jaguar, stepped back. “Can’t beat that with a stick,” he commented.


    “Do your job, Pasquale,” Larry barked.


    Miriam whirled to look at him. Pasquale raised his weapon and fired at her once. Her eyes grew wide with terror. She pressed her hands to her stomach, looked down at it, and then she dropped.


    Brendan’s scream would have been piercing, but Pasquale turned his weapon at him and cut it off with another shot. The sound jolted Alex back to himself, and he dropped the stone, stepped back from Jaguar, a hand still on her arm.


    “How’s that?” Pasquale asked Larry.


    “Good,” he said looking down at the bodies. “ Very good. Now those two. Make it look like one’s a suicide.”


    Alex jerked Jaguar back, threw her behind him and prepared to whirl on Pasquale, but Jaguar had other ideas.


    She stepped out in front of him and faced Pasquale squarely. “Let’s you and me finish the game,” she said.


    He turned his weapon toward her and surveyed her, considering. “You sure about that?” he asked.


    “Of course,” she said.


    Alex moved to her, but she made a small gesture with her hand. Wait. Be still. He stopped where he was. “Don’t do it,” he said, not sure if he spoke to Jaguar or Pasquale.


    Pasquale answered. He swiveled his boulder head to Alex, “Yeah? Gimme one good reason why not.”


    “Stop fucking around,” Larry said. “Do it.”


    “I’ll do it my way,” Pasquale shot back. Then, to Alex, “So, go ahead. Talk me out of it.”


    Alex put a hand on Jaguar’s shoulder, felt how completely relaxed and sure of herself she was. He began to catch on.


    “You need a reason?” he said, “Jesus. Just look at her. Then, look at him,” He indicated Larry. “Isn’t that enough?”


    Pasquale considered. “Y’know, I think you got something there.” He turned to Larry. “I think he’s right, don’t you?”


    “This is ridiculous,” Larry said nervously. “ Stop it. I paid you to do a job here.”


    “Yeah. You got the money, but I got the gun. Go ahead and tell me why he’s wrong.”


    “I – what?”


    “Can’t do it, can you? I’m not surprised. Apples don’t fall far from the tree, and your father was a slimy son of a bitch who stole money he didn’t deserve from dead women. I think he taught you to prefer your women dead. And I think your money is rightfully mine no matter what I do. You got a clue what I’m talking about?”


    Larry licked his lips. “I don’t – I don’t have any idea.”


    “Yeah,” Pasquale said, “You do. You just don’t like to think about it. Lemme help you with that unconscious thing.”


    Pasquale aimed his weapon at Larry’s chest, grinned broadly, and fired.


    Larry continued to stare at Pasquale as he fell. There was hardly any blood, Alex noticed from where he stood. But he fell anyway.


    Pasquale lowered his arm and walked over to Larry’s body.


    Jaguar turned to face Alex.


    She was not pushing or pulling. She was not probing or reaching. She was just open, taking in all she saw in his eyes.


    “You’re alive,” she said quietly.


    “Ditto, Dr. Addams,” he said, and drew her close, wrapping her in his arms.


    They didn’t stay that way long. From where he stood, Alex could see Pasquale, who was bending over Larry’s body and retrieving an envelope from his suit jacket.


    “Jaguar,” he asked, “are you at all concerned about the bodies piled up around us?”


    She pulled back, shrugged lightly, then turned to Pasquale.


    “All there?” she called to him as he riffled a wad of cash he’d removed from the envelope.


    “Looks like it,” he said.


    “What’d you hit ‘em with?” she asked.


    “Rezonine.”


    “Jesus,” she said. “I hope you got the dosage right. You could’ve killed them.”


    “I know what I’m doing,” he replied.


    Alex felt as if he was beginning to wake from one dream, into another. He squeezed Jaguar’s shoulder, released her and went to Miriam. He squatted down, checked her pulse. Slow but steady, and no wound in her belly where she should have a bloody hole. Son of a bitch, he thought. Pasquale used a tranquilizer gun.


    Jaguar walked over to Pasquale, who was tucking the bank notes away in his pocket.


    “One thing, they won’t be up for a while,” he said. “You got plenty of time to get your people here.”


    Alex straightened and approached Pasquale and Jaguar. Pasquale smiled and stuck out his hand, which Alex took. “I’m Pasquale. Pleased to meet you.”


    “Alex,” he said. “Equally pleased.”


    “Yeah,” Pasquale said. “We been looking for you.”


    “You found me. You wouldn’t happen to have a cellcom, would you? I need to call this in.”


    “Oh sure,” Pasquale said, and reached into his pocket, pulled one out and handed it to Alex.


    “Great,” Alex said. “If you’ll excuse me, then.” He walked a few yards away, leaving Jaguar and Pasquale alone. Pasquale jerked a thumb toward Alex.


    “He’s a good guy,” he said.


    “He is,” she agreed.


    “Don’t make him too crazy, okay?”


    She rolled her eyes. Pasquale laughed. “You took your time getting on board, didn’t you? I thought you had it figured out before we left the house. Or did you think I was doing a double-cross?”


    She shook her head. “I wasn’t sure of the script. But I’d have bet anything you asked against a double-cross.”


    “Yeah? How come?”


    “I know who your grandmother was. Anna Burhasa.”


    Pasquale looked her up and down with admiration. “How’d you get that one?”


    She tapped his hand. “Pinkie ring. Family crest.”


    He looked down at his hand, the little ring with the leopard face and engraved grape vines. “Not too many people know about that.”


    “I do,” Jaguar said. “She was a great woman.”


    “Maybe,” Pasquale said, “she’d say the same about you.”


    Jaguar grinned. “I’m guessing she was a better cook.”


    “Her pasta was the best,” Pasquale said. He stretched his hand out and mused on the ring. “She would’ve hated what Barone was doing.”


    “So why didn’t you kill him?” Jaguar asked.


    He dropped his hand to his side. “I don’t do take out. Grandma told me not to. Besides, I figure he’ll end up on the Planetoid. There’s this Teacher there who owes me. She’ll make sure he gets the right treatment.”


    Jaguar put her hand out and he took it, shook it and held on. “My pleasure Pasquale.”


    He let her hand go. “Well, I better head out before the party starts. I’d appreciate it if you didn’t mention me.”


    “We won’t,” she said. “Where are you heading?”


    “Back to the Home Planet,” he said. “I wanna find this woman I know who’d make a good tracker. See if she’s interested.”


    Jaguar nodded. “Say hello for me.”


    Pasquale gave her a bow, turned and walked away. Alex came over to where she stood and watched his receding back. “Backup’s on the way,” he said.

  


  
    Epilogue


    “Hi there,” Jaguar said, as she took a seat across from Alex at the small table where he sat nursing a tall beer.


    She looked around. The Silver Bay bar was still sparsely populated at this hour. Gerry’s band didn’t start for another three hours, but he’d be here any minute with Rachel and Pinkie, all of them cleared by the review committee they’d just met with. They’d gone to Marie’s to drag her along with them to celebrate.


    Alex and Jaguar’s review meetings had happened last week, in the presence of representatives from the Hague. They were sequestered away from each other for the duration, and had dutifully refrained from empathic contact to avoid tainting the hearing. Their testimony corroborated not only with each other, but also with the findings of a certain scientist from New Jersey who confirmed that the small stone was Artemis compounds, whose properties were volatile and dangerous.


    Alex and Jaguar were cleared in the same procedure that determined to continue the moratorium on Lunar mining indefinitely. Miriam Whitehall was headed for Planetoid Two, but Larry Barone was being tested for an appropriate program on Planetoid Three, where Brendan would also complete his program.


    The only difficulty they had was explaining the tranquilizer gun, but Jaguar laid claim to it, and Rachel did some quick paperwork shifting to make sure it was registered to her.


    Alex picked up his beer and took a sip. “It’s been awhile, Dr. Addams. How are you?”


    “Not too bad, now that the dust is settling.” she replied. She reached over and wrapped her hand around his beer, pulled it toward her and took a sip. “How about you?”


    He retrieved his beer. “Better now.”


    They were silent. Uncomfortably so. Looking at each other as if they’d suddenly become different people. After all this time, it happened a little too fast and not as either thought it would - with deliberate intent on both their parts instead of this falling off the edge of the moon into each other.


    “Alex -” she started to say.


    “Jaguar -” he said at the same time.


    They both stopped.


    “You go,” he said.


    “No,” she said. “You.”


    He turned his beer glass around in his hand. He was probably screwing himself with his own honesty, but he didn’t know any other way to deal with Jaguar, or himself for that matter.


    “You’re aware that if we didn’t fall into bed together we’d probably both be dead,” he noted.


    “Eros beats Thanatos,” she said. “I know.”


    The passion they’d shared stayed in their skin, greater than the power that asked him to kill her or her to kill him. Without that, they might both be casualties of Larry Barone and Miriam Whitehall.


    “And part of us wonders –“ he started.


    “If that’s why we did it,” she concluded.


    He nodded. That was one of the problems with being an empath. Between her clear seeing and his Adept knowledge, motives were more complex. Their empathic arts might have compelled them to do what they needed to stay alive. If so, they’d made a choice for their own lives, but not necessarily for each other.


    “I’m not in any way sorry,” he said, “but I don’t like to think of our lovemaking as something we do in service to our jobs. I’m guessing you feel the same.”


    She shrugged. “Maybe it wasn’t that.”


    “Then what?” he asked.


    “Maybe I just wanted to see if you kept your eyes open,” she said.


    He smiled. “That’s preferable,” he said.


    He leaned back away from her, turned his beer around and around in his hand. She shifted in her seat, gave him her profile.


    “The thing is,” he said carefully, “neither of us knows if we were pushed over the edge instead of jumping. And neither of us are comfortable with choices being made for us. Especially not in this.”


    “In which case,” she added, “we’ll have to wait for discernment.”


    She pulled his beer to her again and took a longer sip. He turned to her.


    Her eyes peered at him over the glass, cat-like, discerning all the unspoken subtleties passing between them. He also read appreciation there. For his honesty. For someone who would bother to have this conversation with her.


    “There’s another reason to do that, too,” she said. She lifted her eyes to meet his, sparking gold inside the green. He stood, moved his chair in front of hers, put a hand to her face.


    It wasn’t that long ago they sat in these same chairs and she allowed him entry into the wilderness of her soul, where he found integrity more certain than any Planetoid code book would ever recognize. Clean as the scent of mint after lightning. Pure Jaguar.


    He sought that space again, moving past the places she showed to the world, going where she lived when she was telling herself the truth. She put a hand on his, kept her eyes open.


    There was motion within her. The movement of fire, quick and hungry. The movement of earth, slow and relentless. He felt her grief at his absence, exigent, bigger than any world you cared to name. He felt her surprise at it, her fierce rejection of his death. He felt the newness of her understanding, cupped in the place where grief and desire met.


    There were no words. What she felt was much bigger than any words could contain.


    He released her, leaned back in his chair, drank his beer. Time passed, moving over them.


    “I couldn’t find you,” she said, her voice soft and low and still surprised. “For the first time, I understood what it would mean to lose you from my life.”


    He nodded. He’d had to grapple with that, too. The risks she took and what it meant to him that she took them. Eros battling Thanatos, the nature of their work and their lives. That truth had assailed him as well. If he lost her, he would die.


    He’d had to accept that, in all its fullness. Now it was her turn, and he could do nothing to help her. She’d have to battle that out on her own, as he did. Only time would make it come clear. Time to know if her willingness to save his life was also a yearning to share it, which meant accepting the risks. They’d both have to wait it out, see what grew in the new space they’d opened up between them.


    “We can’t go back,” he said.


    “I know,” she said. “But going forward . . . ”


    Yes, he thought. Exactly. They were both too aware to go forward lightly. When you played with all or nothing, there was no room for dalliance. That sort of thing was reserved for other couplings, meaningless and small.


    “Then we stay where we are,” he said, “until it’s time to move on.”


    To balance precariously within ambivalence was, of course, the most difficult position to hold. He remembered something he’d seen written on a bathroom wall: When in doubt, stay there. Not the easiest state to live in.


    “Dancing on the edge, Supervisor?” she asked, and he heard both uncertainty and mischief in her voice.


    “We seem to like it there, Dr. Addams,” he pointed out.


    He let the words rest between them, waiting for his own discernment. When it came, it told him he knew what he wanted, and he’d let himself be guided toward that shore. Dancing on the edge of disaster all the way, if need be.


    He went subvocal with one more question.


    Trust me, Jaguar?


    She let her eyes rest quiet in his for a moment, touched her hand lightly to her neck.


    With my life.


    Behind her, the door to the bar opened and voices and laughter floated toward them. She turned and waved a hand at Rachel, who had her hand in Pinkie’s, with Gerry and Marie hovering behind.


    “Here’s the others,” she said. “A helluva team.”
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